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Chapter 1: Introduction

Rationale
The purpose of the research being conducted is to acquire a deeper understanding of how adopting a play pedagogy, within the early years setting, can enable pupils to develop early literacy skills. Furthermore, the main aim is to explore the potential benefits of creating an environment of rich literacy experiences for pupils to explore. The objective is to observe teachers’ day-to-day pedagogical approaches and methods used to support literacy development to help identify effective practice and highlight possible difficulties practitioners face. It is hoped that this process will provide a wealth of evidence that can be utilised to build upon and improve the researcher’s own professional learning and future teaching practice.

Background 
According to Donaldson (2015, p.18) ‘Literacy…[is] universally acknowledged to be the essential foundations of education.’ The author recognises this and as such has decided to use this as a focus for the current study. In addition, the author appreciates the vital role a practitioner has on ensuring every pupil is given opportunities to develop the fundamental foundations of literacy at the beginning of their learning journey. This is in line with the Literacy Numeracy Framework (LNF) (Welsh Government, 2018). The early years setting is an area of personal interest and, having an insight on how to create a suitable environment that stimulates and encourages literacy development at this stage, would be of extreme value in terms of shaping the author’s future practice. 

Hypothesis
Due to prior knowledge and previous personal experience, the author’s presumption is that the cross-curricular theme-based approach will be used to create and offer a wealth of opportunity for pupils to use their literacy skills. It is predicted that a combination of focused tasks, hands-on experiences, purposeful and spontaneous play in all areas of the classroom environment, could promote the development of literacy through inspiring learning experiences. Estyn (2009) identify that adopting interesting and exciting cross-curricular themes is good practice and supports schools to build links between all areas of learning. This approach can provide opportunities for pupils’ interests to be explored which may lead to increased engagement and enjoyment. The wide range and easy accessibility of resources available to practitioners allows for the creation of stimulating indoor and outdoor learning environments. 

The author expects that literacy skills will be promoted through daily songs and storytelling, and that this will encourage pupils to use knowledge gained to develop oracy, 
understanding and use of text by applying it in the role play area, or other play activities. Supporting research conducted by Wainwright et al. (2019) reveals how play pedagogy is recognised and established as best practice by schools and practitioners within early years’ settings. She discusses the importance of ‘playful pedagogy to young children’s physical literacy’, and the way this links to engagement with wider learning (Wainwright et al., 2019)

Research methods
The chosen research methods for this study include: 
· Search, evaluate and critically analyse current literature and case studies within the chosen topic 
· To observe the literacy skills being used and developed through pupil’s interaction with others, and resources 
· To observe the learning activity and environment to determine how it affects pupils’ 
engagement and participation  
· To observe the pedagogical approaches adopted by early years practitioners, in promoting the development of literacy through play  
· The use of a questionnaire and semi structured interviews with teaching staff to provide data on practitioners’ views regarding early years literacy skills  
· Gathering photographic evidence of examples of pupils’ work to support observations  

Defining key terms

The next three paragraphs define the key terms used within this research study, which are: play pedagogy, early years setting and literacy. The author has chosen these definitions as it is believed they are the most suitable for this study and are from reliable sources. 

Combining play and education has been a debated topic due to the freedom and choice pupils are given (Wood and Attfield, 2005). For the purpose of this study, play pedagogy is defined as a process that promotes forms of adult and child shared play engagement, that considers 
the culture, inventiveness and impulsiveness of the child, and encourages social, emotional and cognitive development (Baumer, 2013). 

According to the Welsh Government (2019a, p. 2) early years is defined as ‘… the period of life from pre-birth to the end of Foundation Phase, or 0 to 7 years of age.’  This study focused on nursery and reception class pupils, aged 3-5 years old, in a school that followed the Welsh Foundation Phase curriculum.

Trying to define what is meant by literacy is not an easy task as there are many different definitions that are frequently being adapted (Cambridge Assessment, 2013). For the purpose of this study literacy is defined as: 
The set of skills which allows an individual to engage fully in society and in learning, through the different forms of language, and the range of texts, which society values and finds useful.  
[bookmark: _Hlk36107283](Department of Education, no date)


















Chapter 2: Literature review

Play and early years education
According to the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), play is the fundamental learning process that is key to the development of society (WAG, 2002).  Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that ‘Every child has the right to …play…’ (Unicef, 2010). The introduction of the Children Act 2004, and the formal adoption of the UNCRC, confirmed the Welsh Government’s commitment to embedding children’s rights in education (Welsh Government, 2014). In 2006, the Welsh Government clarified the importance of play in Welsh education and confirmed that it would be reflected in and central to all future educational policy making (WAG, 2006). 

In Wales pupils aged 3 to 7 follow the Foundation Phase curriculum which sees play as the vehicle that supports pupils to learn and improve essential skills (Welsh Government, 2015).
Donaldson’s review of the Welsh Curriculum in 2015 credited the pedagogical approach of the Foundation Phase and believed it had significant qualities that could be fostered and built upon in the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). However, Estyn (2009) reported that schools were finding it challenging when trying to encompass the play-based ethos of the Foundation Phase, whilst still ensuring pupils achieved and attained the expected outcomes. 

Similar issues, of trying to incorporate the ideal play-based approach, were identified in England’s Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (Arthur and Cremin, 2010). A more recent 
review of play in the EYFS carried out by Santer, Griffiths and Goodall (2015) suggested
that, in practice early years practitioners in England felt that too much emphasis and pressure was placed on examinations and achieving targets. They believe that although play has become more prominent in current Government legislation and guidance, the lack of a clear definition, and the value of play within the curriculum constantly being revised and adjusted,
has caused confusion for some practitioners (Santer, Griffiths and Goodall, 2015). Mardell et al. (2016) study coincides with this view and found that the current structure of education was causing difficultly for practitioners who were trying to create meaningful play experiences for their learners. Kuschner (2012, cited in Mardell et al., 2016) points out that this may be due to differences in the way time and structure are viewed in relation to play and school. For example, schools abide to timetables, whereas in play the perception of time can be lost (Kuschner, 2012, cited in Mardell et al., 2016)



Play and childhood development 
It is widely accepted by many professionals and researchers that play supports healthy child development (Burdette and Whitaker, 2005; Ginsburg, 2007 cited in Veiga, Netob and 
Rieffec, 2016).  Nevertheless, it is typical for people to perceive play as fun, and the opposite of work, although this idea could be misleading (Rieber, 1996). Studies on understanding 
how children learn were first articulated by the theorist Froebel, who stated, ‘Play is a child’s work’ (Frobel, 1887, cited in Pound, 2014, p.17). His view on the importance of play, as a fundamental process that encourages child development, has been highly accepted and has influenced the current approach to early childhood education (Froebel, 1887, cited 
in Pound, 2014, p.17).  Rieber (1996) and Fagen (2011 cited in Greve and Thomsen, 2016) 
agree that play is an effective facilitator for learning, as it provides a variety of opportunities 
and situations, for children to use, combine and adjust their thoughts and emotions, and consequently it supports them to gain and develop necessary skills needed for future challenges. However, a study conducted by Veiga, Netob and Rieffec (2016), suggested
that despite the crucial role of play in child development, there has been a decrease in the amount of time given for children to play, and they believe this may have led to an increase of disruptive behaviours in young children.  

Piaget’s theory focused on children intellectual growth and identified four stages of cognitive development that are sequential (Pound, 2014; Simatwa, 2010). He claimed that children are not able to skip or progress to the next stage, without sufficient time in each, as the cognitive development process is reliant on the experiences and knowledge gained in the stage prior (Pound, 2014; Simatwa, 2010). Furthermore, he suggests that typically, children aged between two and seven are at the preoperational stage of development, which is a crucial stage in their language development as they begin to understand objects can be represented verbally (Blake and Pope, 2008; Simatwa, 2010). However, there has been criticism of Piaget’s theory, in that his study sample was small and that the stages are too specific with not enough appreciation given to an individual’s continuous development (Matusov and Hayes, 2000; Hopkins, 2011; Pound, 2014). 

Types of play
According to Tassoni (2013, p.6) in the early years setting, schools that follow a curriculum framework, should ‘provide a balance of adult-led, adult-initiated and child-initiated’ 
experiences, as a well organised structure and combination of these types of play opportunities is believed to support children’s development. Play England (2015) describe play as children having the choice of deciding what they do, how they do it, and the option to stop or change an activity (Play England, 2015; Tassoni, 2013). Arthur and Cremin (2010, p.36) concur and state ‘…play is only play when it is self-chosen’. Though in practice, the demand on practitioners achieving specific learning goals restricts and limits the choice children have (Mardell et al., 2016). Despite this, Play England (2015) recognise that adults have a key role as facilitators, in creating stimulating environments that could improve 
children’s experiences.  

Yet, Ivrendi (2017) recognises that even though adults can enrich the environment, too much involvement could impede on the knowledge and understanding children gain through independent play. This may be due to the practitioner’s own understanding of play and their opinion of how significant they believe its role is in the learning process (Mardell et al., 2016). McInnes et al. (2011, cited in Ivrendi (2017) study found that practitioners’ understanding of how to combine play and learning differed, and this had implications on the time allocated for child-led or adult-led play activities. 

Fisher et al. (2013) and Weisberg et al. (2013) (cited in Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk, 2018) are of the opinion that adult-led in play is the most successful method to support pupils to progress academically. This technique requires more adult involvement in play whilst still allowing pupils to direct the learning and remain the centre of the process (Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk, 2018). Samuelson and Carlsson (2008) propose that although play is seen as activities initiated by children, and learning is regarded as tasks directed by adults, they are not separate entities. They insinuated that there are elements of play in learning and vice versa, especially in early childhood education (Samuelson and Carlsson, 2008) Practitioners 
should see their role as facilitators working together with children by considering their interests and adapting and creating an environment that promotes inquisitiveness and creativity (Craft, McConnon and Paige-Smith, 2012). 

Play and adult intervention
Theorists, Piaget and Vygotsky both share an interest in the importance of play in language development (Pound, 2014; Arthur and Cremin, 2010). Although Vygotsky and Piaget had similar views on the importance social skills for child development, Piaget theory placed more emphasis learning through self-discovery, whereas Vygotsky believed that interaction with more knowledgeable others allowed for a deeper understanding of the world (Arthur and Cremin, 2010; Matusov and Hayes, 2010). Barnes (2015) implied that there are occasions when observing and recording information gathered whilst watching pupils at play is necessary for practitioner, as this allows them to witness and assess skills they might not have the opportunity to see during adult-led tasks.  Although, Estyn (2017a) noted that practitioners who used the chance to interact with pupils during child-initiated play, by showing an interest and asking questions, encouraged pupils to extend their vocabulary when responding. In addition, this saw an increase in their ability and confidence when communicating with others (Estyn, 2017a).  Doyla (2020) implies that the purpose of adult intervention is not to speed up the learning process but to assist pupils to ‘…create cognitive, communicative and behavioural prerequisites that will allow [them] to construct a broader and deeper zone of proximal development.’ She goes on to state that this can be done by practitioners modelling correct language and sharing their knowledge to guide pupils through activities (Doyla, 2020).
Simatwa (2010) implies that is it imperative that early years practitioners support literacy development through a variety of stimulating activities, including storytelling and the use of songs to introduce new vocabulary, and also provide pupils with opportunity that encourage them to engage in dialogue with adults and their peers. This idea is supported by Christie and Roskos’ (2006) study of early literacy skills, which found that parents that included literacy-focused activities like story reading in their daily routine, were supporting their child’s early development of reading and writing skills. Extensive research, and many policy documents, acknowledge and discuss the imperativeness of developing early literacy skills (Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk, 2018). It is thought that the lack of essential literacy skills may have a negative effects on an individuals’ future academic achievements and employment (Duncan et al. 2007; Romano et al. 2010, cited in Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk, 2018).

Early literacy skills
The development of early literacy skills is seen as the essential foundation that pupils require to build upon and reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2012). The Welsh Government acknowledge the importance of literacy in Welsh education and has made it a key priority in their ‘Action Plan 2017-2020’ (Welsh Government, 2017). The Education Endowment Foundation (2018) reported that early years education should prioritised the development of pupils’ early literacy skills, especially communication. However, Didau (2014) states that although the development of oracy skills (speaking and listening) is crucial, it is often forgotten with more emphasis placed on the importance of improving attainment in pupils reading and writing. Mercer, Dawes and Staarman, (2009) study into the value of dialogic teaching, as an educational method, highlighted how significant the use of talk can be in deepening the learner’s understanding. Despite this, (Mortimer and Scott, 2003, cited in Mercer, Dawes and Staarman, 2009)  recognised that the practitioners own confidences, subject knowledge and understanding can also influence the learning experience and this may hinder pupil’s progression.


Hayoung’s (2010) study, on children aged 3-5 years with additional learning needs, found the use of music therapy saw a greater improvement in participant’s oracy compared to speech therapy. Even though both methods had a positive effect on speech, Hayoung (2010, p.2) suggests that ‘Children with ASD perceive important linguistic information embedded in music stimuli organized by principles of pattern perception and produce the functional speech.’ Early Years Wales (2019) agree the sharing songs and rhymes with young children, and they believe that children should experience literacy rich activities from birth. They proclaim that early introduction and inclusion of literacy has many benefits that may include children developing better oracy skills, greater confidence to participate and exchange in conversation, and could also assist them when learning to read. 

Literacy development and the environment 
Another key factor highlighted by Piaget is the importance of children’s interaction with the play environment (Pound, 2014; Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk, 2018). He describes young children, up until the age of around seven years old, as egocentric, so in order for them to gain they require to progress adults should modify to the physical surrounding with resources that increase social interaction (Simatwa, 2010; Pound, 2014). During this stage of childhood development, Barnes (2015) implies that practical activities, with real-life context, allow children the opportunity to develop empathy. Constructing a stimulating learning environment, where children are challenged to experiment and explore through hands-on experiences, could encourage them use convergent and divergent thinking skills to communicate, adapt or attempt new ways to overcome problems or tasks presented (Arthur and Cremin, 2010; Matusov and Hayes, 2010; Simatwa, 2010; Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk, 2018). Plye, Prioletta and Poliszczuk’s (2018) study found that even though the environment is important adult intervention in play is necessary to support pupils to practice and developed specific literacy skills.  

Furthermore, practitioners that utilised the outdoor environment to extend and deepen learning was acknowledged as good practice (Estyn, 2017b).  Estyn (2017b) noted that increased access to the outdoor learning environment, was extremely beneficial in inspiring learners, especially boys, to use their prior knowledge to make connections with previous experience when decision-making (Estyn, 2017b Woods, 2017) believes that the outdoors environment can offer children space and could provide a safe-haven and in which they feel less constraint and more at ease. It has been recognised that the outdoors can offer a sense of freedom, that may change some pupil’s behaviour, and pupils who are normal perceived as shy are observed to be more willing to participate in activities engaging in meaningful conversations with others (Woods, 2017). 

 In Wales, the introduction of the new Professional standards for teaching and leadership (PSTL) confirmed that it was an essential requirement for practitioner to provide learner with unique and relevant real-life learning experience (Welsh Government, 2019b). The Welsh Government (2019b) claim that these opportunities could prompt learners to reflect and build on key skills already gained, and will hopefully assist them in becoming ambitious, creative, confident and ethical informed citizen. Estyn (2017a) support this view, and reported that schools that adopted this approach saw an increase in literacy outcomes for their learners.  Despite this, Estyn (2017a) also identified that improvements could be made, in regard to planning and tracking, to ensure that there is adequate coverage and progression in all literacy skills. 

Literacy and cross-curricular learning
In 2015, Donaldson’s review of the Welsh curriculum acknowledges that all professional, who are involved in a child’s learning journey, have a responsibility to assist individuals to acquire essential literacy skill that can be used across the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). He suggests that a cross-curricular structure could give learners the chance to improve, deepen and utilise higher levels of literacy proficiencies (Donaldson, 2015). This view is support by Estyn (2013) who reported that schools that adopted a cross-curricular approach were consistently able to develop and achieve good levels of literacy. Furthermore, Estyn (2017b) found that school that employed interesting themes, that influenced the creation of stimulating environments, saw an increase in pupil’s engagement. This had a positive effect on literacy skill due to the theme giving more context to the learning (Estyn, 2017b). The thematic cross-curricular approach is still currently welcomed and approved by practitioners in Wales (O’Prey et al., 2019). One practitioner, who responded to the practical implications of delivering the new curriculum, expressed that the cross-curricular approach offered pupils the opportunity to transfer and apply their skills across numerous curriculum areas (O’Prey et al., 2019). 







Chapter 3: Methodology and research design 
 
Data collection
‘Research data is defined as that which is collected, observed, or created for purposes of analysing to produce original research results’ (University of Wales, 2017). For the purpose of this study, information was gathered using a paper-based questionnaire, semi-structured interviews and observing teaching staff and pupils. Written consent was granted from the head teacher before the author conducted any research (Appendix 1). The school was responsible for notifying the relevant parents/guardians that the author would be carrying out a classroom-based research project, and ensuring they knew their rights to consent or withdrawal (Appendix 2). Participants were informed that all data collected would remain anonymous and would abide by data protection laws and guidelines. In 2018, the Data Protection Act 1998 was changed and updated, to the Data Protection Act 2018, to ensure the UK adhered to the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (Data Protection Act 2018). 

Ethics and guidelines
According to the European Union (2018) the GPRD rules were established to safeguard all 
EU citizens and give them more control over how their personal data is collected and stored. 
These changes in data protection laws also saw changes to the British Educational Research Association (BERA), with adjustments made to their Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018). Prior to conducting any research, the author completed an application for ethical approval and gained consent from the University’s Ethics Committee (University of Wales, 2017) (Appendix 3). This was to ensure that all data was 
collected in an ethical manner and followed the University’s Code of Practice for Research Ethics and Equal Opportunity (University of Wales, 2020). The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) acknowledges its duty in ensuring all research by students adheres
 to the Concordat to Support Research Integrity (CSRI) (University of Wales, 2020). The 
University Research Guidelines and this research project adheres to BERA (2018) guidelines, the Data Protection Act 2018, the Education Workforce Council (EWC) Research Guidelines, and the University Research Guidelines (University of Wales, 2017). Participants in the research were informed that any data collected would be kept confidential in line with all the 
research guidelines.  




Questionnaires
A questionnaire is defined as a research instrument that can collect both qualitative and quantitative data, normally through a combination of open-ended and closed-ended questions (Debois, 2019; Bhat ,2020). Qualitative data is typically collected through the use of opened-ended questions (Survey Monkey, 2020). These types of questions allow respondents the opportunity to elaborate their thoughts, usually in a sentence structure, giving more depth to their answer (Farrell, 2016; Bhat, 2020). Although this method could provide the researcher
with more information, and a better understanding of the respondents’ views and feelings, it also could cause difficulties when analysing results (Survey Monkey, 2020). Despite this, 
Bhat (2020) believes that respondents are more motivated when answering open- ended 
questions as their response is not restricted. Bhat (2020) recognises that closed-ended questions could restrict the response due to the researcher setting the choice of possible answers. Nevertheless, closed-ended questions allow for the collection of quantitative data, the benefits being that the answers are easier for the researcher to analyse, measure, convert into statistics, and display in graph form (Question Pro, 2020; Survey Monkey, 2020; Farrell, 2016).

According to Cottrell (2008) the key to gathering good research with a questionnaire is making sure the questions are well worded, not leading and cannot be misinterpreted. There are many advantages of using a questionnaire which include low costing, convenient, quick response, anonymity for respondents (Gillham, 2005; Debois, 2019). The disadvantages include low response rate, validity due to bias, and reliability of the response due to misunderstanding or the way the question is interpreted (Gillham, 2005; Debois, 2019). Many of these advantages and disadvantages were experienced by the author.  

Semi structured interviews  
Another method used by the author for collecting qualitative data was semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are a technique used by researchers that give them more control, as they can adapt their questioning to the situation, giving them more insight into the participants’ opinions on the topic Cohen and Crabtree, 2006; Given, 2008; Galletta, 2013). This method is extremely practical and valuable when conducting educational research (Given, 2008). Cohen and Crabtree (2006) state that semi-structured interviews are a combination of specific topic focused questions, and unplanned questions that are developed due to what the researcher has observed. This versatility of being able to engage with participants offers the researcher the potential to discuss the participant’s perspective of events as they happen (Galletta, 2013). However, it is important that the researcher acts in a professional and ethical manner throughout (Adams, 2010). For this study, the author made use of the semi-structured interview method to gain an insight on teaching staff perspectives 
in relation to how the school used a play pedagogy to develop early literacy skills. 

Interviewing children 
The author also had the opportunity to use this research method with the pupils being observed for this study. According to Irwin and Johnson (2005, p.822) ‘Qualitative research studies have demonstrated that children as young as 4 years can provide important insights into their daily lives.’ Article 12 of the UNCRC states that all children should be listened to and their views should be respected (Unicef, 2010). The GDPR clarifies that children’s data protection rights are the same as adults and their consent is required before data can be shared (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, (NSPCC) 2020).  Due to the pupils’ age, consent was gained using reversable emoji cards, to confirm if they were happy to continue or not (Appendix 4). This method allowed the children to express their personal view on what they were experiencing, instead of the author gaining the information from the teacher’s interpretation of the child’s experience (Sommer et al., 2010 cited in Thulin and Jonsson, 2014). Despite this, Greig and Taylor (1999, cited in Thulin and Jonsson, 2014) claim guidance on how to carry out interviews with young children is very limited. 

Observations 
Advances in early childhood education were influenced by theorist Rousseau’s acknowledgement of the importance of teacher observations (no date, Pound, 2014).  He believed that more emphasis should be placed on what children are learning, and not what they are being taught (Pound, 2014). Grigg (2010) also recognises that observations are a skilful technique that can capture how children interact with their learning environment and others. Although, to get a true representation, it is vital for the observer to be as discreet as possible, without intervening or having preconceptions about the child’s ability (Grigg, 2010). Discussions between the teacher and observer, prior to the observation, offer the opportunity for relevant information to be shared (Estyn, 2014).

Estyn (2014) indicates that effective observations, that have a clear purpose, can support professional development and could enhance teaching and learning experiences. Gore (2013) agrees that class and teacher observations provide professionals the chance to self-assess and reflect on their own pedagogical approach and may highlight areas for further improvement. However, Gore (2013) suggests that there is a lack of peer on peer observations, and often observations are carried out by a trainee teacher, or other educational professionals. In 2015 Furlong reported that the then current newly qualified teachers Welsh Standards focused too heavily on trainees completing a checklist instead of understanding the importance of reflection and continuous professional development (Furlong, 2015). The Welsh Government recognised the need for change and in 2019 introduced the new professional standards for teaching and leadership, that now make it a requirement for all teaching professionals to reflect, support and continue their development through research and collaboration (Welsh Government, 2019b). The author believes that observations during this study were extremely beneficial to their own knowledge and understanding of how a play pedagogy can support the development of early literacy skills. 
 



























Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this research was to gain a deeper understanding of how adopting a play pedagogy, within the early years setting, can enable pupils to develop early literacy skills. The main aim was to explore the potential benefits of creating an environment of rich literacy experiences for pupils to explore. The objective was to observe teachers’ day-to-day pedagogical approaches and methods used to support literacy development in an attempt to help identify effective practice and highlight possible difficulties practitioners may 
face. It was hoped that this process would provide evidence that could be utilised to build upon and improve the researcher’s own professional learning and future teaching practice. 

Benefits and limitations of each method 

Questionnaire results
The questionnaire consisted of a combination of open-ended and closed questions that assisted the author to gather both quantitative and qualitative data (Appendix 5). Careful consideration to the wording and construction of the questions being asked were supported by the authors prior engagement with literature, and in-depth discussions with other teaching professional. The author chose to distribute the questionnaire in paper format, so that only current practitioners within the early year setting could respond. Even though this meant the information was more specific to the purpose of the research project it did limit the amount of responses to just six. The results of the current study showed very similar responses to many of the questions asked, full detail of these results have been included (Appendix 6-7). Below is a summary of some of the findings, with a selection of the responses, from the questionnaire.
 
	Question 1a. Do you feel that the outdoor learning environment influences children’s language development?



100% of the respondents agreed that the outdoor learning environment influences children’s language development. 

When asked to explain how, the responses implied that it was generally believed that the outdoor learning environment had a positive effect on language development. 
	Q1b. If yes can you give an example?


Respondent 1 – ‘Children feel less threatened playing outdoors and will often chat openly answer questions willingly.’
Respondent 3 - ‘Children feel less threatened playing outdoors and will often chat openly answer questions willingly.’
Respondent 4 – ‘Opportunities can be made to develop language e.g. questioning, teamwork, communicating with others, also opportunities for mark making and active learning.’

	Q4. In what ways does the role of the adult influence literacy development through play? Explain



Again, the responses to this question had many similarities. It can be seen from the responses, that the respondents concur, that the main role of an adult during play is to model the correct use of language and scaffolding the development of pupil’s literacy skills.

Respondent 2 - Scaffold correct language patterns, grammar, vocab development. Through questioning can identify strengths/gaps.
Respondent 4 – Adults are key for modelling language patterns and facilitating correct use of vocabulary. Also, key in ensuring play environment allows the good language development.
Respondent 5 – Adults modelling language that any opportunity, encouraging talk in whatever interests them. Being aware of their target and working on them in play.


	Q8a. In terms of theme-based learning, is there a noticeable effect on developing literacy skills?                                                                                     



The answers received to this question again showed that all 6 of the respondents held the view that a theme-based learning had a noticeable effect on developing literacy skills.

When offered to describe what they had noticed, the main view was that this approach was a good technique to use as it led to an increase in engagement and added context to the learning experience. 
	Q8b. If yes can you give an example?



Respondent 2 – Hooks learning the contents, more meaningful -  i.e. key vocab
Respondent 5 – More engaged in talk in current topic. Once upon a time, reading and talking about traditional tales
Respondent 6 – Children take more interest in books, songs and rhymes provided through the theme-based learning
 
Semi structured interviews results
Throughout the experience there were opportunity for the author to ask practitioner questions about what they had observed. Although semi-structured interviews offer flexibility to gain further information, observation of the fast-paced reality of the classroom and the inexperience of the author understanding on the best use of this technique meant very little valuable information was obtained using this method. The author found that informal discussions during non-teaching time was a more appropriate approach. However, the semi-structured interviews with the selected pupils confirmed that the current cross-curricular theme ‘Once upon a time’ was having a positive influence on their interests and engagement. 

Verbal interview with IH, a pupil in the reception class (aged 4-5) - 
Me - what story is are you learning about?
IH - the three little pigs
Me - can you find the book on the bookshelf?
IH – yes (got the book from the bookshelf and showed me)
Me - can you tell me what the story is about?
[bookmark: _Hlk36803062]IH was able to retell the story extremely well. He went from page to page, clearly explaining what happened on each. He knew the wolf tried to blow each of the house is down to try and ‘eat the piggies’. He emphasised the word ’splosh’ when the wolf landed in the pot at the end of the story.
Observations
The author believes that the collection of primary research using observations was the most beneficial research method conducted for this study. Observing practitioners and pupils carrying out their daily routines and the diversity of adult-led, adult-initiated and child-led activities was extremely insightful. For the purpose of this study the author chose to observe 3 pupils in the Reception class and 3 pupils in the Nursery class, all with varying abilities (Appendix 8-14). A summary of key finding from the observations can be found below-

Effective practice observed 
Effective practice, in terms of pedagogical approaches and methods were observed, including: 
· Adult-initiated storytelling, story-sharing, variety of methods used, including visual, verbal, song, actions, puppets 
· Teachers acting as role models and scaffolders to support the development of oracy skills 
· Access to a wide variety of freely available high-quality resources (nursery) 
· Positive and encouraging attitudes from teaching staff 
· A focus on rewarding positive behaviours 

Positive influence on the development literacy observed 
· Enjoyment of the theme and activities, for the children and staff, supported staff to build relationships with pupils.
· Children were seen to be developing a positive association with books 
· There was an increased engagement when pupil’s interacted with resource or completed activities that were based on the current theme ‘once upon a time’
· Practitioners utilised the learning environment and a variety of resources to encourage the skill building of pencil grip, oracy, vocabulary, social, emotional development

Difficulties observed
· Challenging behaviours 
· Inclement weather limited outdoors learning opportunities 
· Some activities not pitched appropriately for some of the older/more able
children, therefore, they were not always engaged















Photographic evidence 
The author also gathered photographic evidence of how the theme ‘once upon a time’ was used to engage the learner and support the development of literacy skills. The image below shows work that was completed by a child in the nursery class. The author observed, this adult-led task, and witnessed how the teacher used questioning as a technique to encourage the pupil to extend their response. Other photographic evidence of pupil’s work, that was completed during a variety of adult-led focused tasks and child-led free choice, can be found in the appendix (Appendix 15).
[image: ]

 
Summary of the primary research
After all the primary evidence was collected the author produced and presented a report of the finding to the school involved in this research project (Appendix 16). The author summarised and analysed the data collected, to explore how the responses of the questionnaire related to what was observed (Appendix 17).  A representation of the class plan for both the nursery and reception class have been included in the appendix (Appendix 18 and 19). 




Chapter 5: Discussion 

Prior to conducting this study, the author presumed that it was highly likely that a cross-curricular theme-based approach, to the teaching and learning of the curriculum, would be observed. It was predicted that practitioners would carefully plan and construct a combination of focused tasks, hands-on experiences, purposeful and spontaneous play, around the theme, to add context and meaning to the learning experience. Furthermore, the author believed that the creation of stimulating indoor and outdoor learning environments, that offered a wide range of easily accessible resources, would provide learner with a wealth of inspiring opportunities that promote the development of literacy skills. Although this study highlighted many interesting topics the author has chosen just two, as the focus of this chapter to discuss further. 

Theme-based approach
Respondents of the questionnaire of the current study all held a similar view that a theme-based learning had a noticeable positive effect on developing literacy skills. The main opinion was that this approach was a good technique to use as it led to an increase in engagement and added context to the learning. This view is validated by a report produced by Estyn (2017), which suggested that interesting themes, gave context to the learning and saw an increase in pupil’s engagement. The positive influence this approach had on supporting the development and understanding of pupil’s was confirmed in the semi-structured interview with IH and the observation of IF completing an adult-led task. According to Estyn (2013) schools that adopted this approach saw an increase in the literacy achievements of their pupils. However, as the author research was conducted over a 10-day period, not enough evidence was collected to comment on what, if any, the effect of this approach had on pupil’s attainment. 

The adult’s role
Informal discussions with teaching staff participating in revealed that there were concerns about the increase of pupil’s entering education with poorly developed literacy skills. The school recognised and established that the development of essential oracy skills was a key priority for the early years setting. In response to the school adopted the Wellcom speech and language toolkit to assess each pupil’s oracy skills and understanding on entry in o the nursery class. This coincides with the Education Endowment Foundation (2018) who believe it is good practice for early years practitioners to prioritise the development of pupil’s communication skill. This contradicts Didau (2014) view that development of oracy skills are often forgotten. 

Once again, the responses from the questionnaire agreed that adult’s role is to model the correct use of language and scaffolding the development of pupil’s literacy skills during play. Theorist Vygotsky strongly emphasised how important it is for children to have social interaction with more knowledgeable others, as this would support them in gaining a deeper understanding of the world. This coincide with research conducted by Simatwa (2010) that stated that early years practitioners should use a variety of stimulating activities, including storytelling and songs to introduce new vocabulary and support literacy development by providing pupils with opportunity that encourage them to engage in dialogue with adults and their peers. Observations carried out on this study saw the positive effect that the use of visual aids or song had on ES. ES was assessed using the Wellcom toolkit on entering the nursery, and it confirmed that the intervention would be beneficial in supporting his speech development. During normal daily conversations and tasks ES’s speech could be quite difficult to make sense of due to slurred and unclear pronunciation of words. However, his speech was noticeable more clear and easier to understand whilst he carried out tasks or activities that involved to the use of visual aids or songs. 




 
 













Chapter 6: Conclusion

In conclusion, the aim of this research project has been to assist the author in gaining a better understanding of how adopting a play pedagogy, within the early years setting, 
can enable pupils to develop early literacy skills. The main aim has been to investigate the potential benefits of creating an environment of rich literacy experiences for pupils to explore. Primary research conducted through the use of questionnaires, semi-sturctured interviews and observations provided evidence of the positive effect of practitioners in the early years creating an engaging environment with the use of the interesting cross-curricular theme, ‘Once upon a time’. This view was supported a variety of secondary research including previous studies, Government policies and reports on current practice. Through observing teachers’ day-to-day pedagogical approaches, the author identified that combination of focused tasks, hand on experiences, purposeful and spontaneous play was an effective practice method. Although, further analysis could have been made in regards to the assessment and the possible difficulties practitioners face, overall it is felt this study provided a wealth of evidence that the author can build upon and to improve their own professional learning and future teaching practice.
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