	
	
	



Section 1
Play is a range of intrinsically motivated activities; play can be enjoyed throughout a person's life although is more commonly associated with children. Through play, children can explore and make sense of the world. Play provides opportunities for children to be creative, imaginative, able to problem solve, develop confidence, and absorb social skills. Vygosky claimed cognitive development is linked directly to play, that play develops natural curiosity and stimulates imagination suggesting play and imagination together provide a child with a holistic development to learning (Early Years educator, 2021). Play is valued in education as an important and essential tool to promote children's learning and development, it is especially valued within the early years sector. Freud stated that through play children repeat real life experiences and by doing so, strengthen their understanding. Oxford University (no date) state that Frobel believed children are born curious and wanting to explore and investigate their environment, and that through providing children with direct hands-on experiences children can construct their understanding of the world (Early Education, 2021).
The Foundation Phase was first piloted in 2006. The curriculum supports a play-based child centred approach to learning, claiming play is essential for children's development. Clegg (2022) suggests that through play, children are offered the opportunity to rehearse what they already know to create new knowledge. Pretend play can often help a child deal with their emotions and process their thoughts, exploring their emotions in a safe environment can help alleviate children’s worries (First Discovers, 2016). 
Play at times can be undervalued and not seen as as important to a child's development as reading and writing. However, it is crucial to a child's emotional, physical, social and cognitive development. Dewey recognised there was a natural link between play and work and by bringing the two together both the needs of the child and society could be met (Reseach Gate, 2017).
The Foundation Phase is a play-based curriculum that allows the child to explore their interests through hands-on experiences within the indoor and outdoor setting. Its aim was to put the child at the centre of their learning by following their individual interests which is when children are at the highest state of learning. The Foundation Phase identifies the importance of early years development, claiming it lays the building blocks for future learning (Foundation Phase, no date).
Professional development for staff is essential within education as it ensures children are developing and thriving within their setting. This comes from specialist and passionate practitioners with deep knowledge and understanding on child development (Early Years Alliance, 2016). Professional development ensures staff are confident within their role and that they are aware of curriculum changes and updates. This ensures children are having high quality and relevant learning opportunities and experiences which will stay with them throughout their lives. 
In several countries, the least qualified members of staff receive the least amount of professional development training. This suggests that the staff who would benefit more are receiving less training than those more qualified (The professional development of teachers, no date). 
The recommendation within the evaluation report is to develop training that will increase all staff’s understating of numeracy, language, and literacy and how it best supports children's learning and development. Having a clear understanding of the ‘role of the adult’ supports Frobel's theory; to view learners as educators and educators as learners. Qualified quality practitioners are linked to high end practice. However, this does not have a reflection on the early years sector. Many early years practitioners are under-qualified and underpaid (Frobel's principles and practice today, no date). Currently there are no qualification requirements for support staff, this can have an impact on the child's development due to staff not having a deep level understanding and knowledge of child development and the curriculum.  In the long term, this could have a negative impact on children’s learning experiences and well-being.  Research by the Education Policy Institute noticed a decline in the number of people in early years settings who had a level 3 childcare qualifications, with the percentage falling from 83% to 75% within a year. They also discuss that the number of practitioners with a level 6 qualification were aged over 40 (Nursey world, no date). In addition, the 2015 report did highlight that teachers are of the opinion that not having support staff would make the foundation phase principles difficult to achieve.
Evaluating the Foundation Phase’s final report sheds light on the idea that many school were still being dominated by formal learning, stating that 78% of observations were adult lead rather than child lead. This suggests that there is still too much of a focus on children achieving outcomes in language, literacy, and numeracy. It is many people's opinion that whilst the education system in Wales is still focused on outcome, it is impossible to make the learning child centred. Structured learning based on outcomes and progression make it almost impossible to implement child-based learning (Foundation Phase, no date). 
The Foundation Phase recommendation was for the adult child ratio to be 1:8. This recommendation was to ensure that children were given rich learning opportunities and experiences. However, this has been criticised by many schools due to funding and school budget not allowing for such a ratio, particularly with the increase in ALN and ELN children attending school. Often, members of staff would need be placed and used as 1:1, taking them out of the recommended ratio (Additional learning needs (ALN) transformation programme, 2018). 
The Foundation Phase Curriculum has had many effective and positive contributions towards children’s standards of education and learning. It identified the importance of giving children authentic, hands-on experiences and encouraged children and practitioners to use real life tools. This enables children to have the knowledge and confidence to use real tools purposefully and appropriately, providing them with lifelong learning skills. This also supports Montessori’s theory around offering children useful and relevant resources to meet the needs and interests of the child. For example, providing children with real tools in the woodwork area to enhance their learning, identify risk and use these tools appropriately. This will also enhance children’s curiosity and wonder to deeper level learning. 
In addition to this, the use of outdoor learning for children is seen and valued as highly beneficial and essential within the Foundation Phase Curriculum. This is because it offers a completely different learning agenda to children, enabling them to explore and discover the world around them. Engaging children with the natural environment encourages their wonder and curiosity of the world. For example, a child would be encouraged to investigate their findings in nature, this could be by exploring the weather and the seasonal changes or simply investigating a fallen leaf. These sessions are typically led by the children and their interests. However, it is the role of the Forest School leaders to enhance their learning and knowledge of the outdoors through taking the learning deeper at every opportunity. 
From the research undertaken, it is evident that the impact of the Foundation Phase Curriculum has had a positive effect on early years education in Wales. The emphasis on the importance and benefits of play-based learning is evident and supported by research and statistics in Wales. Where successfully implemented, the Foundation Phase pedagogy was viewed as successful and had a positive impact on children’s education. Although, it is evident that there are still improvements to be made with regards to staff training, especially for support staff and early years educators. To conclude, the Foundation Phase Curriculum clearly values children’s learning and stages of development through an integrated approach by putting the child at the centre of their learning. 

Section 2
Assessment is used to inform practitioners of a child's development. Through assessment, practitioners can identify the individual needs and development of the children they have in their care. Assessment helps identify a child's interests, their likes and dislikes, as well as identify a child's strengths. Through assessment and observation, the practitioner can also identify the correct interventions a child may benefit from (Education hub, 2014).
Both formal and informal assessment help practitioners plan, develop and extended a child's individual learning needs. 
Frobel believed that all children are unique and by assessing and observing children doing what they can do rather than what they cannot is a more positive and effective way to assess children (Frobel trust, no date). Celebrating children's achievements will also help build confidence and self-esteem. It is important that practitioners view children as autonomous learners who are all unique and at different stages of development. The new curriculum for Wales supports this through its five-development pathways. It has developed a process where children are supported to make progress at their own pace, learning through first hand experiences. This will also insure a child-centred, authentic and purposeful environment for learning. Issacs believed in the importance of play and discovered children learn best when doing as opposed to taking instruction. She also valued children's opinions and questioning, and realised the importance of answering them. Issacs observed the children in her care by writing down everything that happened, which allowed her to reflect on children's learning as well as how children learn. Bruce (2004) suggests direct action with new first-hand experiences strengthens the brain’s wiring. The brain during its early years is wired by experiences and attachment. The brain needs experiences to develop and make connections which create a base for health, relationships, behaviour, and learning (Braininsight, no date).
There are many assessment methods used to assess and identify children's learning styles, interests, and progression. Welsh Government (2020) recognise that all children are unique due to diverse needs and backgrounds.
The Reggio Emilia inspired settings use observation and recording to document a child's learning and development. The role of the adult is to observe and listen to the child. Observing children is part of their everyday practice and helps to guide their curriculum. Reggio schools’ teaching and learning stem from the image of the child believing that they have unlimited potential, and the right to realise and expand their potential. Early Education Support (no date) discuss that children’s learning is documented and displayed throughout the setting. This is to honour children's work, making their learning visible to other children and their families. It is also suggested that observing children in different scenarios is desirable as each child will have their own interests, strengths and talents (Weeby, no date).

An alternative method of assessing and documenting children's learning progression is using a learning story. A learning story will document the children’s learning by using photos, videos, quotes and observations following the child's interest and curiosity. This method is used by practitioners to engage children in their own learning. The role of the practitioner would be to observe the child to discover his or her interests and deepen their learning and understanding by adapting the area, providing resources, arranging a visit, looking at books and talking to the child in order to establish where they intend on taking their learning journey. An example of this would be observing a child in the role play area pretending to be a mechanic fixing children's bikes. The practitioner could extend the learning by providing the child with real tools or talking to the child about their play. The practitioner would document with pictures and quotes to add to the children's learning story. It is important that the practitioner allows the child to extend the learning and take it in their own direction. Learning stories also provide children with the opportunity to reflect on their learning, this can be achieved by sharing with parents and printing a copy for the book area. This will also build on the child's confidence and self-esteem, ensuring the child feels valued and accepted. This observation and assessment method was first introduced by Margaret Carr in the 1990s now popular in both New Zealand and the UK and used to encourage children to direct their own learning. The New Zealand early childhood curriculum Te Whariki use the learning story to match with their curriculum strands to demonstrate the child's learning. It has been suggested that a learning story it not always the best way to assess a child's learning and that the practitioner should know the child well before they can identify their interests. They can be time consuming for the adult and only provide a small snapshot of the child's learning in addition. Hargraves (no date) suggests learning stories lack validity as a result of the learning story and observation all being carried out by the same practitioner, However, presenting a child with a printed copy of their own learning journey gives the child a sense of achievement and ownership over their work. The child can take the story home and share with parents or carers which is also something the child can keep and be proud of (myECC, 2018)

The Leuvers assessment was developed by Dr Feere Leavers in the 1980’s and has become a popular observation tool for practitioners to use when assessing children, focusing on children's well-being and engagement levels using an observational scale from 1-5 with 5 demonstrating the highest levels of involvement and 1 the lowest. The outcomes of the assessments help practitioners identify strengths, areas for development and if extra support is needed. Practitioners will then choose appropriate intervention considering the child's individual needs. For example, if a child scores 1 on the scale they could benefit from ELSA. Whereas a child who finds it difficult to talk and engage in focused activity could attend forest school as an intervention. Observation and feedback from staff are effective ways of identifying the children's needs. As some practitioners will have different relationships with the children, a variety of observations from multiple members of staff ensures a holistic assessment of the child. 
The Leuven scale is often used to assess children each term which ensures the next steps have been taken to best suit the child's needs. It also provides an opportunity for staff to gather and share information and decide if further intervention is needed. Although, the behaviours described in the scale have been criticised as often children with ALN, especially non-verbal children, would not be able to display certain behaviours therefore practitioners cannot get a true representation of the chid. It is also suggested that cultural differences are not considered, as children from diverse cultures can present different behaviours. However, its main advantage is that it is an observation based on putting the child at the centre, whilst identifying children's individual needs and interests making it the most valuable way to measure children's learning and development (learning journals, 2024). 
Summative assessments provide a detailed full picture of the child and their stage of development, rather than referring to a set of skills or tick boxes of what children should be able to achieve by a certain age. The traditional baselines would use direct questioning, for example: “Can children identify a circle and triangle?” Whereas an observational process, such as the new assessment arrangements for non-maintained settings, starts where the child is at. This is a positive way to assess a child comparedn to traditional assessment arrangements that can often have a negative impact as they generally focus on what the child cannot do rather than what they can do. The summative assessment acknowledges that the unique child progress will not always be linear, but through observations and shared discussions this assessment meets the play-based pedagogy (Department for Education, 2021).

Section 3 
Do children learn through play? 
During my 18 years as an early years practitioner and a Forest School leader I have been able to observe and notice the benefits and impact play has on our children. Childhood play is fundamental to children's development for life in the present and the future. 
Article 31 of the UNCRC states that every child has the right to play. Play is of deep significance to children's development.  Bruce (2023) suggests that children do not learn through play but instead they practise what they have already learnt through play. An example of this can often be observed within the home corner, where children roleplay experiences that they have learnt at home. For instance, we could consider cooking, feeding the baby, cleaning as a few experiences that children will retell through play. Play provides and creates powerful learning opportunities in all areas of development. Play allows children to explore different roles, relationships, and boundaries (UNICEF, 2018). Frobel believed that providing children with first-hand experiences ignites children's inner drive to question, manipulate and explore. That through play, children are free to determine their own demands of the play they are involved in, allowing children the freedom to be independent and autonomous learners. The new curriculum for Wales suggests that children should be given hands-on, purposeful experiences in order to encourage independence and provide children with the opportunities to experience and celebrate success throughout their learning journey. Through play, children learn and develop their social skills. Play helps children share, communicate, and express themselves, all at their own pace. Play is an intrinsically motivated learning tool and an active process without an end product or reward. Through observation, the practitioner can gain an insight into a child’s stage of play, schematic learning, confidence, social skills, language and understanding of the world around them. Play is a vehicle that helps support, promote, and develop a wide range of skills such as wellbeing, personal and social skills, language and literacy, mathematics and numeracy, and physical development. More than anything, play is enjoyable and allows children to be free and themselves in a range of different environments and contexts. The outdoor provides ample space to play on a large scale, where children can explore and experiment with a range of skills such as movement, coordination, balance, and gross motor skills within the space around them. Robertson (2014) believes that the outdoor environment provides the best opportunities for both structured and free play, which supports Frobel's theory that the outdoor provides children with opportunities to play and engage with nature. The outdoors provides the perfect conditions for children to explore and take risks independently or with peers. Risky play can help develop children's self-esteem, resilience, confidence, and risk management. Brussoni (no date) states the importance of not guiding children's play but to step back, observe and facilitate, allowing children to play how they choose to play. This will also help gain a better understanding of the child's capability. The outdoors allows children to engage in a relationship with nature and the environment, building their interests and curiosity in nature by observing seasonal changes and caring for nature and wildlife. Montessori was passionate about children having access to the outdoors and there not being any separation between being inside and outside. Many early years settings now have adopted an open-door policy where children are free to access both the indoors and outdoors as they choose.
Research suggests that the outdoors can have a positive impact on children's well-being and mental health. This idea is also supported by the NHS who recommend that children under 5 years should have access to the outdoors and physical activities throughout the day, suggesting a total of 3 hours each day (NHS, 2022).
Play can also help develop children's problem-solving skills, by providing children opportunities to independently work things out for themselves or as part of a group. This will build children's resilience and confidence, encouraging and promoting a can-do attitude.  The role of the adult would be to facilitate and observe, allowing children to explore the problem and solve it independently without any adult instruction. 
The role of the adult has a significant impact on children's play. Being able to engage in children's play is a skill. Practitioners must be aware of their role when observing, facilitating, playing with or alongside children. The Curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings in Wales states practitioners will apply these skills to enhance children's experiences and stimulate their curiosity. Observing and listening to children play will help support the practitioner when planning and enhancing children's learning. This may be through providing resources or through adapting the environment to meet the child's needs or extend their curiosity.
When children invite an adult into their play, the practitioner needs to remain mindful of their role as to not influence the play in order to suit their own agenda. 
The adult can demonstrate positive interactions and social skills whilst engaging in children's play. Vykoski believed that it is through social interactions that children develop most. 
It is of some people's opinion within education that the early years is not as significant or important to children's learning development as other stages, with many suggesting that playing with children is easy and is not “proper” teaching. However, research proves that a child's brain between the ages of 0-5 years develops more than at any other stage in life, suggesting that the experiences a child has during this period, both negative and positive, will have a significant impact on brain development, health, and learning (First things first, 2018).
It is evident that play is of the utmost importance for children's early years development and that by offering children rich first-hand experiences, and through valuing and celebrating their individuality, early years practitioners will help support and enable children's learning and lifelong goals for the future. 
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