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Learning environments

Component 1
	Cynllun Gweithgaredd
Activity Plan

	Activity: Open-ended exploring in the forest area of the school grounds.


	
Number of children: 20

	
Age of children: 4-5 years
	
Number of adults: 3

	
Location: Forest area on the school grounds.

	
Preparation time: 20 minutes.
	
Activity time: Open-ended.

	
Resources: Baskets x20, paper, pencils, first aid kit, list of medical details of the children, spare clothes, waterproof coat, wellies, healthy snack, drink, register, rubbish bag.


	
Aim/s of activity: The aim of this activity is to enhance the holistic development of the children. This activity is centered around free-play and expression, the opportunity to let the children decide what it is that they are interested in. To be able to ask the questions that they want answered and to do the things that they would like to do. A child-led activity that allows the children to express themselves and become inquisitive about nature and their surroundings and from there create whatever it is that they wish to create, whether it be drawings, collections, stories, or games. By taking part in this activity, a spectrum of the children’s skills and developmental steps can be enhanced, such as fine and gross motor skills, balance, and social skills.



	
Links to outcomes: This activity links to the Foundation Phase framework (Welsh Government, 2015a) which says that for children exploring is a natural curiosity and that the outdoors allows for this curiosity and enhances their learning through firsthand experiences. Welsh Government (2015a) further support the social development for this activity and say that children should become confident explorers and learn to take risks in the outdoor setting. Outdoor learning and child-led experiences allow for the holistic development across multiple platforms of education and development. This activity is cross-curricular with aspects from multiple areas of the curriculum including, literacy, mathematics, and science. The Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC, Welsh Assembly Government, 2008) support this activity also by explaining that children should be aware of the outdoor environment and explore and engage in firsthand experiences in order to learn about respecting and looking after the outdoors. 


	
Differentiation: The nature of this activity is inclusive to all pupils as there is no specific direction for the children to follow, the experience is aimed to be whatever the children wish it to be therefore will appeal to each of the individual children’s interests. This child-led activity allows the unique personality of each child to flourish in a variety of different ways.


	
Health and safety: A risk assessment will take place prior to the start of the activity, alongside a further check immediately before the activity begins to ensure no new risks such as rubbish or dogs mess have appeared since the initial risk assessment. There will be a medical sheet present, and all staff members will be aware of any potential outdoor allergies such as bee stings that could pose a risk and the correct medication will be present should any incidents occur.





	
Role of adult/adults: The main role of the adult during this activity is to observe. Before the activity begins boundaries and rules will be explained to the children by a present member of staff but after the initial explanation the adult should step back and let the child-led experiences begin. If a child asks for your help or assistance, then the adult is able to assist and scaffold the child with their learning and guide through sustained shared thinking but needs to be sure to not interfere but to just play alongside the children and then step back once again. This is a child-led activity so the adult must allow the children to create their own adventures and education.



	
The activity: Prior to the start of the activity a member of staff will take a second check at the location to ensure for any risks that may have occurred since the initial risk assessment. The member of staff will collect the necessary resources that will be available for the activity. A staff member will then take a register and explain to all the children the boundaries and rules for the activity. These rules will include the area in which the children are allowed to explore, that the children are able to play but must try to always be safe and not dangerous and also that they must respect their surroundings. The environment around them in the forest is delicate and a home for many creatures and they must be careful not to purposely damage any of the habitat or the living creatures that live in the forest.

After this, the practitioners will then step back and observe from a distance, ensure the children’s safety but allow the children to be free to express themselves and to make their own choices and decisions. Unless asked by the child a question or for support with something they may be trying to do, the practitioner will step back and observe the imaginations of the children grow. If the child does want the involvement of the practitioner, then the practitioner should take the opportunity for sustained shared thinking to evolve. The practitioner will observe the vast range of activities and experiences that begin to unfold in front of them. The children will have endless opportunities to lead their own education, from building, to collecting, to drawing to role play and many more. These activities may be done as groups or as individuals that choice is up to them. The activity is open-ended therefore over time each child’s own unique forest experience will evolve and become something quite extraordinary to the individuals. 

To one child a stick may be a stick, to another it may be a sword or a wand and to others the stick may be a tool for drawing or building, and that is the beauty of this activity. The children having the freedom to express who they are without anyone telling them they are wrong.





Component 2

	Location / Activity:
	School Forest – A range of activities with different materials.
	Date:
	05 – 05 -2021

	Assessor:  
	Miss Jade Louise Hicks 
	Review date:  
	04 – 09 -2021



	Activity
	How will young people 
BENEFIT from this activity?
	Possible Hazards
	Who is at risk?
	Precautions in place to reduce the risk of injury
	Overall risk rating

	



Playing with mud and soil
	
Sensory play and development.

Promotes scientific and mathematical knowledge through digging, playing and conversation.

	
Illness if significant amounts were to be ingested.

Infection from contaminated soil.
	




Adults
Children
	Wash hands properly at the end of the activity.
Children are aware they are not to put things in their mouth.
Check for contamination prior to the start of the activity.
	




Low

	

Walking on uneven ground

	Promotes balance.

Promotes motor skills.

Encourages development.
	Cuts and bruises from tripping.

Slips and falls could cause broken bones and sprains.
	

Adults
Children
	Adults to check that any surfaces do not become too dangerous.
Correct sensible footwear to be worn by everyone.
	
Low

	

Low lying branches/ climbing trees
	Promotes balance.

Promotes motor skills.

Encourages holistic development and confidence.
	Falling, cuts, bruises, broken bones and sprains.

Bumps to the head.

Splinters.
	


Adults
Children
	Observing adults to ensure children do not climb too high.

Sensible clothing and footwear to be worn.
	



Low

	




Natural loose parts
	Promotes fine and gross motor skills.

Educates children about the environment.

Natural firsthand experiences.

Promotes imagination and self- expression.
	
Splinters.

Cuts and grazes from sharp or rough objects.

Tripping hazards – could result in bruises, broken bones and sprains.
	





Adults
Children
	

Children will be encouraged to play safely with the loose parts.

Sensible clothing and footwear to be worn.
	





Low

	


Dogs mess
	



N/A
	Illness if ingested.

Infection in small cuts.

Mess on clothing and footwear.
	


Adults
Children
	The area will be check immediately before the activity begins to ensure there is no mess present.
	



Low

	



Litter
	



N/A
	
Cuts from sharp objects.

Tripping hazard – cuts and bruises.
	


Adults Children
	The area will be check immediately before the activity begins to ensure there is no litter present.
	



Low




Component 3

	Issue / environmental feature
	Damage that could occur
	How to lessen negative impact 
	Resources needed
	Who is responsible 

	



Picking up creatures/bugs.


	

Damage or squashing to living creatures.

Over collecting could cause changes to the habitat. 
	Remind children and adults to be gentle and careful when handling bugs and creatures.

Return the creatures and bugs to where you found them.
	




N/A.
	



All adults to remind and reinforce rules

	


Trampling undergrowth and plants.



	
Repeated use of the same area could damage undergrowth.

Loss and damage to plant life and habitat.
	When in a ‘green’ area try to move around and not remain in one spot for a prolonged time.

Avoid walking on flowering plants.
	



N/A
	



Adults.

	



Litter



	
Litter left behind from snacks could be dangerous for creatures.

Pollution.

	
A rubbish bag will be present to ensure that all litter from snacks is taken away.
	



Rubbish bag.
	



Adults and children.

	


Picking living things.




	Picking all the leaves or fruits from a tree or picking lots of one type of flower could be damaging to the biology of the site and a specific species.
	
Children will be reminded not to over collect and encouraged to pick up loose parts already lying on the ground rather than too many living things.
	



N/A
	



Adults and children.



Component 4

The activity in part one of this portfolio included children playing with loose parts and natural resources in an outdoor forest environment. The plan was developed to create an interesting and beneficial activity that was child-led, stimulating and inclusive. A plan that also focused on the holistic development of the children and aimed to improve the children’s health and well-being through natural open-ended play. 
The use of forest areas has been recognised by Knight (2011) as a high-quality learning resource that is challenging to recreate in a classroom. Furthermore, Grigg and Lewis (2016) note that outdoor learning allows children to develop holistically, obtain knowledge of their surrounding environment and enables children to think critically and be creative to solve problems through first-hand natural experiences. Other research also supports the importance of learning outdoors including Waite (2017), Bilton (2010), Knight (2013) and Forest Schools Wales (No date) who all note the significance of children having the opportunity to understand the outside world, enhance their own holistic development and discover empathy for the outdoors and all things living within it. Similarly, Froebel (cited in Bruce, 2012) explains how the outdoors is a rich learning environment that can provide children with unique learning experiences. Froebel continues to say that the outdoors is not specific and can provide meaningful cross-curricular learning whilst engaging in the natural world provoking curiosity and creativity and providing freedom, play and wonder to children (cited in Tovey, 2013). This was also portrayed by Beames, Higgins and Nicol (2019) who explained that the outdoors can bring the curriculum alive, it can help children understand the environment and sustainability and has many health and wellbeing benefits for children. However, despite this a study by Public Health Wales (2017) shows that 29% of children under 5 are not getting the time outside that they need to stay healthy and develop. Furthermore, a government study (Natural England, 2016) revealed that 10% of children in years 1 and 2 had not visited any outdoor environment such as a woodland or beach for over a year. Therefore, the planned activity in section one of the portfolio could help to support children in their holistic development by providing them with the outdoor experiences that are invaluable to the needs of the children.
Outdoor play is further supported by the government. Welsh Government (2020) note the importance of outdoor play and mention that outdoor learning and play is going to become a large part of cross-curricular education in the new curriculum that is being brought in in 2022. Outdoor education will be a part of all sections in the Four Purposes (Welsh Government, 2018) linked to Donaldson’s (2018) Successful Futures and the new curriculum. Similarly, The ESDGC (Welsh Government, 2008) supports learning in the outdoor environment as they state children need to be educated with first-hand experiences in the natural world in order to gain respect for and become educated about the natural outside world and sustainability. However, despite this there are barriers to outdoor play. Early Education (No date) report that settings find barriers in different areas including, lack of space, lack of funding for outdoor equipment, also lack of practitioner knowledge of how to educate children successfully outdoors without resources. Similarly, Mackenzie and Carolan (2019) states that lack of time, lack of space and also adults being concerned about the safety of the children and risk of injury to be barriers of outdoor play.
The adult provides an important role when learning in the outdoors environment, White (2014) notes how the adults role should be just as highly valued in a child-led outdoor experience as it is in the classroom setting. The practitioners must enjoy, understand and value the outdoors themselves, want to be outdoors and see the potential that the learning environment has on each child’s health, wellbeing and development (Ouvry and Furtardo, 2019). Similarly, Thomas and Harding (2011) support the importance of a practitioner’s role in the outdoor environment and portray that children require a combination of both freedom and guidance. Furthermore, Vygotsky (cited in Gredler, 2012) supports that practitioners have the ability to create a high-quality learning outdoor environment by scaffolding and supporting a child’s creativity and ideas. Maynard and Waters (2014) states that the outdoor woodland environment is a somewhat magical setting in which children are able to express themselves and their emotions in secret corners of forest spaces, this can be intimidating for children therefore the role of the adult here is to be empathetic when necessary. Research continues to support how an activity like the one in this portfolio can be holistically beneficial for young children. However, the adult needs to be careful not to become too involved. Hunter et. al (2020) portray the benefits of the adult stepping back and letting child-led play evolve by getting the balance right between merely supporting play and interrupting and therefore changing play.
Child-led play is becoming increasingly noticed as an important aspect of early childhood education (Open University, 2016). Isaacs (cited in Maynard and Waters, 2014) recognized the need for children to have time and space to make their own choices and expressed their creative spirit. Similarly, Woods (2017) portrayed that practitioners should allow children to have the opportunity to make decisions themselves and have the freedom to choose their own method of education as this improves their learning abilities and their holistic development. Furthermore, Montessori (cited in Arnott, 2018) supported this further by seeing every individual child as an active learner that requires the opportunity to be independent and make choices whilst being scaffolded by a facilitator to guide their learning by creating an environment constructive to their development. Montessori (cited in Isaacs, 2012) continues to say that by letting children lead and create their own aspects of learning results in children becoming confident adults alongside feeding their continuing curiosity about life and what it encompasses whilst being respectful to the environment. Another way for practitioners to encourage child-led learning is the use of open-ended questions, this is noted by Tovey (2013) as these are a useful technique to use when scaffolding a child’s play without making it adult-led. Open-ended questions provoke curiosity but do not necessarily require an answer, the question shows adult interest creating inspiration and allows the child’s imagination to grow inviting speculation and consideration (Ritchie, No date). However, despite this importance, research by Ponizovsky-Bergelson et al. (2019) explained that although practitioners may understand the importance, many practitioners do not allow children enough time to respond, and they may not show to the child how interested they are in what they answer may be. The children need to feel the appreciation of their contribution from the practitioner in order to continue to provoke the child’s creativity and enhance their learning experience (Ponizovsky-Bergelson et al., 2019).
Reflecting on the activity provided, it does face barriers that come with child-led play also. McInnes et al. (2011) indicates how adults and practitioners struggle to step-back and allow children to lead, that they find it difficult to not intervene and interrupt children’s play. Furthermore, The National Strategies (2010) portray how practitioners do not always understand their role and do not always recognise at which point to step-back and when to participate. It is noted that they may understand the benefits of letting the child lead but do not want the child to feel as though they are disinterested in what they are doing (Weldemariam, 2014). Therefore, practitioner education and knowledge is vital.
Child-led play also allows for inclusivity, Claughton (2017) explains that an activity that is child-led supports learning and aids in a child’s ability to form their own identity. Similarly, Carter (2019) supports that by allowing the child to lead lets each child choose and make decisions on which path of learning they wish to take allowing for the inclusivity of each individual child’s personality. Furthermore, Welsh legislation supports the inclusion of every child in every aspect of education and development (Welsh Government, 2015b). However, despite the importance of inclusivity for a child’s education and holistic development, Government research shows that thousands of children are not receiving the standard of inclusive full-time education that they should be which is resulting on a negative effect on their development (Local Government Association, 2020). Therefore, the activity in part one of this portfolio can help to support settings with inclusivity by providing child-led environments. The Welsh Government (2020) also supports open-ended child-led play in the New Curriculum for wales.
The activity provided above focuses on the use of loose parts and natural resources. Learning outside through an open-ended activity with loose parts without time constraints is a child-centred method of holistic development, this is something that is becoming more challenging to recreate in the classroom environment (Maynard and Waters, 2014). Loose parts have been noted by Gibson, Cornell and Gill (2017) to aid practitioners in facilitating child-led, unstructured, open-ended activities that support a child’s holistic development. Similarly, Spencer et al. (2019) portray how loose parts and natural open-ended resources are flexible allowing them to be used in multiple ways, therefore providing opportunity for experiments and a creative environment. Furthermore, research by Simoncini and Lasen (2021), Smith-Gilman (2018) and Sutton (2011) further support that loose parts enhances a child’s level of engagement and encourages possibilities for creativity to develop and therefore increasing the level of children’s holistic development. Ward (2018) goes on further to explain through research findings that children wish to have loose parts and natural resources in their play and describes the value that children place on the outdoor environment as a learning platform. However, Gorrie and Udah (2020) reported that even though evidence suggests that loose parts are beneficial to child development that not all settings are making use of loose parts, and the lack of loose parts present resulted in increased levels of boredom, antagonism and fighting among children. 
The adult plays an important role in loose parts play. Scottish Government (2020) explain how adults play a crucial role in enabling play with natural loose parts and that they are a role model to children and should therefore provide a positive attitude and response to the children and their interests in play in the outdoor environment. According to Beloglovsky and Daly (2016) the role of the adult when children are experimenting with loose parts is to observe closely and listen to children whilst they are playing, this sense of practitioner interest but not interference will provoke further creativity and allow the child’s imagination to grow facilitating their holistic development. Chwarae Cymru (2020) found that including loose parts in play also increased a child’s physical movement and amount of more vigorous activity that children took part in. Not only do natural loose parts allow for developmental progress themselves, but they also allow for sustained shared thinking. According to Thompson (2017) engaging with resources outdoors provides opportunities to develop and child’s thinking and grow a child’s thought process by listening to each other’s ideas, reflecting, and evaluating via sustained shared thinking. Similarly, Piaget (cited in Houghton, 2018) supports loose part play and the possibilities for sustained shared thinking to be developed and the beneficial learning experiences that it brings for a child’s holistic development.
Loose parts are also mentioned in legislation documents. Welsh Government (2019) state that high-quality education will include the opportunity for children to freely interact with loose parts and natural resources in an outdoor environment. Play Wales (2017) and Social Care Wales (2019) both promote the use of loose parts in relation to holistic development in children and agreeing that children have the right to the opportunity of loose part play. 
To conclude, the activity provided in component one of this portfolio aids in the holistic development of children via the use of multiple skills and cross-curricular learning. The use of child-led learning provides learning opportunities and inclusivity for every child and their unique personalities and abilities. Child-led learning along with the use of natural open-ended loose parts is supported by government legislation and the curriculum. Outdoor play and outdoor learning are set to become at the forefront of education in the Early Years Foundation Phase and the activity above supports this way of learning and child development and is therefore a useful activity to be used in an Early Years setting. 
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