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Part 1.
 The following work aims to delve into the area of play-based learning and discover its importance within early years education. Exploring the relevance that play-based learning has within the curriculum will be considered, in addition, to the question of whether learning through play should be inclusive to all regardless of age and development.
Within Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child (U.N.C.R.C) (1992), Play is a fundamental right of all children. 
The ability to play is an entitlement of all. However, the philosophy of play is multifaceted. Play can be solitary or social, it can be passive or active, it can be free or structured (Eberle, 2014).
“When children play it is more than playing”, according to North (2017). Through play, children gain skills that benefit their social, physical and cognitive development. Through engaging in play, children let their imagination and experiences guide them to make the play meaningful and individual to them. This form of action lets children make sense of the world around them in addition to the building of valuable skills (North, 2016). 
Although, alarmingly children are increasingly finding their playtime limited due to busy lifestyles at home and additionally at school, resulting in a lack of opportunities which could potentially benefit their development (Ginsberg, 2007). The distinction between work and play is becoming more prevalent due to more emphasis being on work time and play times imposed through a routine school day (Parker, 2016).
Morrisey, Robertson and Rouse (2018) explain to us that,’ children are naturally motivated to play.’ Naturally then, thought should be given to the process of learning through play.
A play-based form of learning takes advantage of this innate motivation that children possess and can be used as a driving force to educate, explore and discover the world around them. Commonly, Play is often thought of as free play, initiated by a child leading the direction of activity to wherever their imagination takes them. However, play can be structured, and adult led to produce playful learning (Noble, 2019). According to the Welsh Government (2012) these adult directed interactions are crucial to ensure appropriate learning takes place and that no gaps in learning develop. 
This demonstrates that, to ensure successful implementation of play-based learning which involves two-way interaction is essential. Informed practitioners should identify a child’s-initiated play and support the learning opportunities through interactions, questioning to enable further thinking (Morrisey, Robertson and Rouse, 2018). 
This is echoed by Martlew, Stephen and Ellis (2011) who also share the idea that this approach is interpreted as the child having a choice in what they do and how they do it, whilst the practitioner has the focus of scaffolding and facilitating the play, rather than taking a didactic role.  One theorist who shares this approach is Vygotsky (1979).  Vygotsky believed that the more knowledgeable other shares their information with the child to further their learning which then takes the child into the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1979). The child will express knowledge or demonstrate skills in which they are confident. The next step by the facilitator is then to support the child with new information or skills that the child can achieve through using their help and support. This area of supported learning, where the child acquires new skills is called the zone of proximal development (Sarikas, 2020).
Early years education in wales for children aged between 3 and 7 is delivered through the implementation of foundation phase curriculum.  The foundation phase curriculum was introduced in 2010 following a need for change from,’ the Previous formal competency-based approach curriculum’ according to Welsh Government (2013, p.5). The overall aim was to introduce an approach where the considerations of child development and play were fundamental regarding teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2013). 
The development of the foundation phase and play based curriculum can be explored in numerous ways. If we think of the concept of a child centred approach, which the curriculum, particularly the new curriculum requires, as stated in the foundation phase frameworks (Welsh Gov, 2015, p.4),” education should be holistic with the child at the heart of any planned curriculum”, demonstrates underpinnings of developmental or constructivist theories. Whereas the curriculum and frameworks involved could be considered derived from a sociocultural perspective (Welsh Gov, 2013). Vygotsky was a pioneer of the sociocultural way of thinking. Shabani (2016) explains the importance of Vygotskys learning theory due to its multidimensional approach consisting of, cognitive, social, affective and contextual aspects. At its core, Vygotskys sociocultural theory assumed that learning precedes development. This resonates with the tenets of the foundation phase. Which promotes movement through stages should take place when children are developmentally ready and at their own pace (Welsh Gov, 2015). An example of another educational approach whose foundations evolved from the same sociocultural principles are Te Whariki early childhood curriculum which derives from New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2017). The essence of the Te Whariki curriculum is unique due to its bicultural roots where emphasis is placed on a vision of children evolving into culturally strong, confident learners who are supported by equally strong relationships with adults involved in their care and development. The concept that a child’s pathway is created by the people and environment around them, i.e, through social and cultural constructs, is at the heart of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (Ministry of Education, 2017). These values are displayed within the Donaldson successful Futures Report (2015) and aim for the same goals of children becoming ethically, culturally, capable and healthy individuals. Additionally, In line with Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding, the te whariki approach requires ‘Kaiako’ (teachers) to discover the child’s interests and find how best to contribute to their learning and intervene to support and further their knowledge accordingly. Learning is seen as a two-way thing, between the Kaiako and the child, knowledge and understanding is reciprocal (Ministry of Education, 2017).
 Through practitioners utilizing an Eclectic approach to understanding child behavioural and development theories, a deeper knowledge of practice is obtained which proves to be more beneficial to both adult and child.  
At the starting point of a child’s education in nursery and as they have progressed through school to reach year 2, they would have had the curriculum delivered through learning through play. Although, as soon as they transition into year 3, they are possibly expected to completely change their learning styles and the way they learn. The curriculum is then expected to be delivered in a totally different way. No longer are they allowed to play and lead their own learning. They are expected to sit at tables with a teacher at the front of the class, bombarding them with information that they are expected to retain and understand, with no toys or playthings in sight. A stark contrast to their earlier education.
Research has shown that children that are educated through a direct, formal approach can suffer negative effects such as stress, behaviour problems and lack of motivation to learn (Noble, 2019). However, play whether inside or outside can counteract these effects (Entin, 2011).
 These negative responses could be more prevalent in children that may not be ready to move onto a more formal approach to learning (Morrisey, 2018). It is assumed that children are ready for this more directed academic approach to learning when they transition into year 3. Although, for the children that require additional help with learning, this direct approach could cause a considerable impact on their wellbeing and future learning (Noble, 2019).
Research undertaken by Wang, Henry and Degol (2019) supports this viewpoint, they suggest that a way forward is to take this transition and use it as a point to offer intervention and support engagement to avoid dis-engagement in pupils that may be at risk of suffering from the move into a new way of learning. 
It is noted by the Welsh Government (2013) that in countries that demonstrated higher outcomes, are also the countries that delay formal learning until children are of an older age. The Welsh Government (2013) also advise that preparation should be given to children that are progressing into the key stage 2 curriculum. Yet, often children are introduced to this formal educational approach earlier than they should. To be able to meet the demands of testing and assessments, early years classrooms are increasingly becoming structured with desks and limited play space due to the expectations required by teachers (Parker, 2016).
The Foundation Phase frameworks express the need for all children to experience a variety of teaching styles (Welsh Gov, 2015). This structured approach within the classroom goes against this requirement and does not make allowances for children who may be tactile learners, whereas a more play-based approach could. Ultimately, as stated in Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) a child has a right to have their view considered and taken into account (Unicef, 1989).
Therefore, if a child expresses a continuation of a play-based education and intervention has taken place that has shown this approach to be beneficial to the child, as stated within the requirements of the new curriculum for children to become independent, capable learners. Then allowing a child to choose their learning style would accommodate this recommendation (Donaldson, 2015).
Martusewicz (2015) raises the question of ethics in education, Stating,” professionals need to ponder what kind of person the world needs and make choices for what they ought to be doing in their classrooms”.
 Within Martusewicz 2015 work, a discussion takes place on how the importance should be placed on educators thinking about what their perception of what the world around them believes education is, and what they believe learning and teaching can offer an individual and the world around them to enable them to play a part in their future role as an adult in society. Which is echoed by the Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures Report. Additionally, this approach to teaching and learning, strengthens the requirement of the unique child. Adapting teaching techniques to accommodate different learning styles will enable maximum learning opportunities and future potential for each child within our classrooms. Which is a stipulation of article 29 of the United Nations Convention of the Right of the Child (UNCRC), “Children’s education should develop each child’s personality, talents and abilities to the fullest” Unicef (1992).
In contrast, Structuralism suggests that we should just leave things the way they are but with the evidence showing otherwise, delivery of the curriculum as it is, should be challenged (Martusewicz, 2001). 
Although, with the evidence given, the benefits of a play-based approach to learning are clear to see. 
In conclusion, evidence shows us that there are numerous benefits to a play-based curriculum which would be clearly advantageous to children of all primary school ages. 
Educationally, thought should be given to children who would benefit from a continuation of play-based learning after they reach the end of the play-based approach to learning in year 2 or possibly a more staggered approach into real time education for those children who would benefit a smoother transition ensuring a positive outcome which will lead into the rest of their primary school years. 
However, as this approach may not be suitable for all older children, a useful idea could be for experienced practitioners with a knowledge of child development and theories to pay more heed into considering the unique child and discover those specific children who may benefit from a continuation of play-based delivery to ensure  individual beneficial learning opportunities for all children. 
 




 






















Part 2.
Children have a natural desire to play. It helps them to make sense of the world around them and enables children to build critical skills whilst doing so (Holt, 1995).
Crain (2010) argues that due to its intrinsic nature, play is as important as water or air and, just as children should not go without these basic elements neither should a child ever be deprived of opportunities to engage in play.
Therefore, incorporating play into the curriculum is combining a need to play with a need to educate. Play based learning, or ‘Active’ learning is an approach that is adopted throughout pedagogy and practice. Its concept explores the overall development of children. Through active learning, areas of development are associated, such as cognitive, social and intellectual skills (Aktova, 2017). The importance of play-based learning, in addition to a child’s natural curiosity to play, should never be underestimated as it produces the best outcomes (Alvarado, 2020), which is why it holds value as a tool for implementing an early years curriculum. A Play-based curriculum is delivered in Wales through the Foundation Phase. The foundation Phase is aimed at children between the ages of 3 to 7. This differs to other countries. For example, Australia, who also implement their curriculum through a play-based approach, although, the age ranges from birth to 7 years of age. Currently, there is no framework for children in the birth to three age group in Wales (Early Education, 2020). Monitoring, tracking and development assessments within this early age bracket is charged by the Care Inspectorate Wales (C.I.W) (2020). 
At its core, the Foundation Phase aims to look at the holistic development of a child. Learning through play and first-hand experiential activities to understand the world they live in and ultimately, themselves. This framework shows comparisons to the Australian Early years framework which also draws emphasis on play-based learning. Similarities can also be seen to the New Curriculum in Wales which states educational goals for Australian children to become successful, informed citizens and confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015) (Australian government, 2009).  The Australian educational framework is separated into,’ Belonging, Being and Becoming’. ‘Belonging’ describes the initial phase of a child’s life, where they belong to their family and community, this is where their primary learning takes place.  ‘Being’ is the ideal of here and now, the present being the focus of beginning of identity and ‘Becoming’ the phase in which children learn and grow and shapes their place in society (Australian Government, 2009). As in the case of all curriculum approaches, within education, assessments are essential to monitor progression. The development of children is a process that starts at birth and continues throughout their lives. The reasons behind monitoring development are multi-faceted and are ultimately to track a child’s growth, both educationally and developmentally (Resources for early learning, 2020).
Within the first 6 weeks of a child entering school the first process of monitoring begins. Children are expected to undertake a baseline assessment (Welsh Gov, 2019,3.114). This assessment covers all areas of a child’s development and gives educators a base marker for the child. It informs practitioners of the knowledge and skills that a child already has upon entering the setting. Hands (2014) states the importance of exploring every child’s starting knowledge. As, from this point, discoveries can then be made of the value-added to the child’s learning. However, to be able to continue assessing the added value, then further assessments must be made throughout the child’s education and, ultimately, participating in the baseline assessment, primarily sets the path for the rest of the child’s life to be assessed within education .Once this process begins, expectations are already placed on the children to achieve specific outcomes (Hands, 2014). 
Assessments and progress monitoring that take place within the foundation phase are implemented through observation, recording and assessments, which enables practitioners plan accurate progression steps for the child to achieve continual learning. This process is an informal mode of assessment (Williams, 2017). 
However, when a child reaches year 2, they are expected to sit at a desk at a distance from their friends in a quiet classroom, an environment which is totally alien from their experience of school and learning so far, to be assessed within a formal situation through National Testing (Welsh Gov, 2019, 3.114). This form of assessment is so far from the reality of day to day practice within the foundation Phase, questions could be raised about its validity and worth. The benefits of play-based learning are clearly recognized, yet the level and depth of knowledge attained through a play-based curriculum are not reflected within these formal National Testing assessments that children are expected to partake in when they reach year 2. Children have many strengths and achievements which could be argued, would not be celebrated through this form of formal assessment (Welsh Gov, 2019,3.108). Furthermore, assessments of this sort, falsely put children in boxes, as they measure basis skills which, even though are paramount to development, a formal assessment does not determine success for all pupils. Equally, in line with the principles of the Foundation Phase in Wales, children of year 2 age have their work moderated (Welsh Gov, 2019, 3.114). This is to determine whether the assessment in outcomes is consistent across schools.  This can prove to be challenging for practitioners as teaching between practitioners may differ, resulting in contradictions in the styles of teaching (Welsh Gov, 2019,3.107). Pupils work is scrutinized by other practitioners to monitor and secure consistency through written form, for example, work books, which does not allow for the many conversations, questions and summaries that pupils make vocally which could very easily justify their knowledge in many areas of learning. Particularly within the areas of numeracy and literacy there is tension between pedagogy and outcomes (Welsh Gov, 2013, 4.6). Teachers are striving to achieve outcomes for their pupils, yet the principles of learning through play does not allow for the quantifying of pupil’s achievements. Ultimately, whilst the principle of the play-based curriculum delivered through the Foundation Phase supports and is advantageous to a child’s development and learning, the pressures of more formal assessments, such as the mentioned outcomes and standards and moderations, deter the reality. Evans (2013) shares information that, “practitioners abandoned the Foundation Phase for at least part of a day to get back to more formalised teaching to ensure learning for testing was done”. As meeting expectations of testing were increasingly difficult to maintain. Nevertheless, practitioners understand the need for such assessments.
Resources for early learning (2020) provide information to help understand the reasoning behind childhood assessment they stipulate that assessment is undertaken to gather information about the child’s knowledge base to establish what areas of learning the child can explore next. To be able to plan the next phase of a child’s learning, an understanding of child development and theories are essential.
The basis of the Foundation Phase stems from a socio-cultural theory of development, where it is believed that children grow and develop through their surroundings and the people within them (Simmons, 2015). One learning approach which also mirrors the same beliefs is the Reggio Emilia Philosophy. This educational approach is influenced by the idea of the child as unique.
This philosophy encourages practitioners to provide opportunities for children to explore and engage in the world around them, whilst being supported to make the experiences meaningful to them. Educators within this philosophy believe themselves to also be learners and take on the notion that learning is reciprocated (Hewett, 2001).  Hewett (2001) also states, “the role of the teacher as guide and facilitator is consistent with Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of Proximal development (ZPD)”.  This zone of learning is the area between what a child knows and what a child has the ability to learn through scaffolding knowledge to further the child’s development (Vygotsky, 1978).
Therefore, gaining an understanding of child development theories that underpin the Foundation Phase is imperative to enable successful progression for pupils. Practitioners should have a deeper understanding that success is not only measured in academic accomplishments. Experiences, social skills and wellbeing hold worth as equally important achievements (Hands, 2014). It is naïve to believe that academic skills hold the only precedence in child development. As, not all children develop in the same way or on the same scale. Consideration should be given to each child as unique, an individual, with value in their strengths and characteristics (Gonzales, 2016). This proves to be a strength of the Foundation Phase, as stated by the Welsh Government (2013),” development is seen as essentially linear not tied to chronological age”. This statement places worth on each child, it diminishes the idea that children should be reaching certain milestones at certain ages and places importance on what the child adds to their development, it looks at the child Holistically, for their achievements. 
This is particularly relevant to children that may not be able to climb the developmental ladder in the same way as their peers, for example, children with additional needs. The Foundation Phase frameworks inform us that the curriculum should be appropriate and focus on children reaching stages in their own time and when they are developmentally ready, this statement demonstrates  consideration for those children with additional needs (Welsh Gov, 2015). Observations are one form of monitoring a child’s development and achievements, it also enables practitioners to get to know a child better and gain a clearer, rounder picture of them as an individual (Kelly, 2015). By understanding a pupil and their needs, consideration could be given to barriers to learning, whether they may be physical or educational. Furthermore, the relevance of observations is paramount as a tool to allude to specific behavioural traits.  Through observations, schema’s may be displayed whilst playing or interacting with peers, according to Williams (2017). A schema is a pattern of repeated actions that develop neural pathways in the brain through repetition, which in turn supports development (Lumsden, 2015). However, repeated behaviour could be an indication of other developmental or neurological disorders, such as Autism spectrum disorder, which can manifest through repeated behaviours (CDC, 2020). Gonzales (2016) suggests that respectful observation should be given to children within settings, sitting alongside them, getting to know them, discovering the individual. When this method is taken, alongside a deep knowledge and understanding of child development theories, this overall eclectic approach will give the best positive outcomes in understanding the unique child. 
However, Careful consideration should be given to professionalism and the role that educators play in observations and assessments. Often, practitioners become compromised in their observations and are prone to cognitive bias (Williams, 2017). A child may be a confident speaker and ahead of their years in conversational fluency so it may be assumed that their abilities are indicating a higher cognitive faculty than their peers. Although, often, the case maybe that they are just more confident in this area of development. With this in mind, to ensure effective results, numerous observations over an amount of time, should be both planned and spontaneous to ensure that a concise picture of the child is recorded and that the assessments are accurate and fair (Harcombe, 2010). 
Through taking on board these approaches and with a sound understanding of child development and theories, practitioners should be equipped to implement the expectations of the Foundation Phase frameworks and the assessments required to do so. To ensure an education where the child is at the centre with practitioners respecting holistic development so that, “learning is a continuous experience, building progressively as children and young people grow and mature” (Donaldson, 2015).



Part 3.
Play based learning: can practitioners ‘Learn through play?’ are practitioners delivering?

Modern day learning in Wales is achieved through a play-based curriculum. We have all been led to believe that learning through play is the most beneficial way for our children to learn. But is it? And are children reaping the benefits?

 Play based learning is, as it says in the title, learning through play! Children have a natural desire to play. More often it is fun and helps children discover and make sense of the world around them (Petherick, 2019).
Through one single activity, a child can gain numerous skills and knowledge. For example, playing with their friends building blocks, could help with colour recognition, mathematical development through counting and shapes, fine motor skills, social and language skills (Welsh Gov, 2008). It is remarkable the amount of learning that happens whilst children play!  when we realise the advantages that play-based learning could have on our young children, it is exciting to think that this approach is being delivered in schools throughout Wales. 
Fortunately, gone are the days when children sat at a desk and were taught to read and write by an archaic teacher looking over their glasses whilst pointing to chalk written a,b,c’s on a blackboard.  In modern society, there are high expectations that young children will learn to read and write through playing and having fun whilst being educated (Walsh et al, 2010).
This ‘fun approach’ to education for children aged between the ages of 3 and 7 in Wales is delivered through the foundation phase curriculum. 
The foundation phase curriculum was introduced in 2010 in a bid to change from a more formal type of education for early years children (Welsh Gov, 2013). 
The delivery of the curriculum through a play-based approach is not solely the brainchild of the Welsh Government, other countries, for instance, Scandinavia and New Zealand have been pioneers in this approach to learning (Evans, 2013).  This learning style is born from sociocultural ideals that believe a child’s learning and development is awakened through interaction with the people and environment around them (Simmons, 2015).  This sociocultural approach to pedagogy places value on the child’s wellbeing in addition to their development (Welsh Gov, 2013).
The role of the practitioner is crucial to ensure the foundation phase is delivered in the correct way to enable these values and expectations are met. The Welsh Government (2008) tells us that,’ practitioners need to be facilitators with the child at the heart of learning and teaching’.
But what are the implications of delivering a play-based curriculum? 
And, is it as reliable and as effective as we are led to believe?
An independent stocktake report undertaken in 2014 with the purpose of 
discovering if this was the case. The report is a compelling read and shows many flaws in the delivery of the curriculum. Primarily, it was found that the foundation phase was not consistent throughout settings one reason for this was down to staff (Welsh Gov, 2013). 
With recommended staff to pupil ratios of 1:8, for children aged between 3 and 5, reliance is massively placed on support staff (Evans, 2013). Which is worrying when there is an alarming rise in unqualified staff due to low salaries, according to Nursery World (2019). The Guardian also informs us that teaching assistants are overused and underpaid within schools (Sobel, 2013). Gonzalez (2016) also asks the question of whether practitioners have clear knowledge of child development. Could this be part of the reason why early years staff are unenthused about the role they play? and the quality provision they deliver?
The Stocktake Report noted failings due to inexperienced staff and lack of theoretical knowledge regarding the Foundation Phase frameworks. Furthermore, Staff that had received Foundation Phase Training were often the ones to pass on their knowledge, leading to a ‘Watered down’ filtered effect of understanding and practice throughout the workforce (Welsh Gov, 2013). With this being the case, questions could be raised regarding classrooms. Are practitioners producing settings for children to thrive within them and if so, are practitioners delivering experiences that are enriching knowledge and development (Gonzalez, 2016). 
Staff were found to lack confidence within the classroom. The terminologies that are used to explain the deliverance of the curriculum, such as , ‘structured play’, ‘active learning’, ‘child initiated’, were  found to be confusion to some staff due to lack of knowledge of such terms (Welsh Gov,2013).
Why is this the case? We are led to believe that those who play a part in our child’s education are the right people for the job. However, a lack of adequate training and professional development leave these practitioners expected to deliver to their best of their ability regardless of whether they have sufficient knowledge or not! 
Research has identified that in comparison to teacher instructed learning, learning through a play-based approach is more effective within primary schools. With the latter showing higher learning outcomes from a play-based programme (Morrisey 2018) which proves, as claimed within the Donaldson Report (2015) the Foundation Phase is a strength when implemented correctly.  In 2015, the Donaldson ‘successful Futures’ report was published which looked at recommendations given within the Independent Stocktake and at restructuring the current foundation phase curriculum. This report gave teachers and children a voice regarding what they believed the current system was lacking and what they felt needed to be changed to make the curriculum more successful for all. One suggestion involves schools rated as Excellent provisions by Estyn, sharing their practice with other settings in the hope of improving standards throughout the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2014).
However, regardless of what educational approach or whichever curriculum our children are part of, there is one thing that needs to be addressed. 
How can our children get the best out of their early years education and achieve their potential, if, the practitioners that are responsible for instilling this expected education, themselves do not know what to do or have the knowledge and insight to do so. 
As stated within Article 31 of the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) It is a child’s right to be educated. Children also have the right to an education that develops their personalities and abilities to their fullest to enable them to achieve their potential (Welsh Gov, 2015). So with all the potential knowledge and experience available at a grasp, action needs to be taken to encourage practitioners and employers to pursue professional development and undertake more training to make sure our children are reaping the benefits of a play based education.
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