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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is a literature review that investigates the research question; are children more engaged in their learning if they are responsible for creating their learning environment. How does the role of practitioner impact this? The purpose of this literature review is to consider how engaged a child becomes in their learning when they have had the opportunities to create their learning environment through choosing where they want to go, what they want to do and how they want to play. It will specifically look at how children learn through schematic play and why this has an impact on their learning and development. It will then look at different theories and the idea of a rich learning environment before considering the various curriculums that form the basis for children’s learning. It is important to reflect on the different theories that underpin many of the curriculums that are implemented throughout childcare settings in the modern world. This will help to develop a greater understanding of child-led and play-based curriculums and how they impact a child’s learning and development. This literature review also aims to consider how sustained shared thinking supports a child’s development. It will look at a practitioner’s participation and their role within the learning environment, and whether they are involved in leading a child’s play or the creating of their space. In addition, it will think about how a practitioner is in partnership with a child through sustained shared thinking and how this supports a child’s developing interests and therefore enables a child-led emergent curriculum. In conclusion, this literature review will bring together the different aspects of a child’s learning environment. It will reflect on how a rich, well-resourced learning environment, with knowledgeable practitioners can support a child to confidently lead their own play and create their own learning environment which results in deeper levels of engagement and therefore supports children to develop a greater knowledge and understanding of the world around them.
INTRODUCTION 
Child-led learning is not a new concept but is one that has developed significantly over time. Practitioners acknowledge the child’s voice in decisions that impact their lives (UNCRC, 1989), and their right to understand and participate in their own learning. When children are able to create their own learning journey and decide for themselves how they want to engage in play, without following instruction from a practitioner, they are discovering how the world works through their own, chosen adventures in an environment that meets their needs. Therefore, the physical environment is also significant to a child’s learning and development because when children are engaged and interactive in their play and their surroundings; the result is an enabling environment which meets their needs and supports their development (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, children do need to be supervised and therefore, the role of the practitioner needs to be considered when thinking about how a child can lead their own learning journey and how this can form the emotional environment.

In order to consider how children interact with their environment, it is necessary to investigate how childcare practitioners define the learning environment. According to Gaywood (2022), a learning environment is a physical space that is holistically safe for children to learn and develop. It is purposeful to the child and enables them to be independent and have a sense of belonging. According to Riddall-Leech (2009), practitioners can determine whether or not an environment is conducive to a child’s learning by observing children in the setting and consider how they are using it. This may include thinking about areas where children spend a lot of time or if there are areas where they spend very little or no time. Reflecting on these thoughts would provide the practitioner with an insight into how children are engaging with their environment and what improvements they can make. For example, Hellyn and Bennett (2017) believe that minor changes to the physical space, such as the use of muted colours and natural lighting, helps to create a calm environment as the visual stimulation is reduced. They also explore the idea that outdoor spaces form part of the physical environment and when used effectively; as an extension of the indoor space, children are more likely to spend longer periods of time engaged in more focused activities. Johnson (2017) also refers to the emotional environment, where practitioners collaborate to provide consistent approaches to supporting children to understand and effectively manage their emotions (Music, 2017). Welsh Government (2022) also emphasises the role of the practitioner in creating an emotionally safe environment where children feel valued, respected and strong connections are made so that children’s wellbeing is positively impacted. Childcare practitioners acknowledge that the child’s environment is significant to their learning and development as they are led to believe that through careful planning of the indoor environment, by providing high quality resources that include building blocks, dressing up clothes and jigsaws that children can access independently, a child’s interests and needs are accommodated (Langston, 2019). It is also recognised that when playing in the outdoor environment, children have opportunities to solve problems, be creative and move freely without restrictions. However, unlike the indoor environment, the outdoor environment does not need to have expensive resources or specific activities for children. According to Williams (2021), outdoor resources can include logs, branches, trees and even crates and old tyres or empty flowerpots which allow children to actively explore and learn whilst reflecting on the world around them. These materials can be used and adapted in different ways. Therefore, this provides a rich learning environment because children have more freedom and this has a positive impact on their learning and development (Little, Elliott and Wyver, 2018). In A Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, Welsh Government (2022), also acknowledge that in an environment where children have opportunities to engage with numbers, shapes and patterns in authentic contexts, a richer, learning experience is promoted as children can freely explore which in turn supports their development by giving them a sense of belonging (Peterson and Friedrich, 2022). This enhances the experiences for the children and ensures that their learning is richer, and they are therefore more engaged in their learning (Smidt, 2012). In addition, the outdoor learning approach is often focused on the experiences of the child rather than the equipment which ensures that children are at the centre of the provision and their voices are heard (Little, Elliott and Wyver, 2018). Therefore, if children have this freedom in the outdoor environment and are capable of creating their own learning, do they need to have specifically constructed areas indoors that are prepared by the practitioner (Nelson, 2012)? According to Casey and Robertson (2017), the child’s environment, whether indoors or outdoors could be any space that is enriched when there are opportunities to play alone as well as with others, in the natural world, with loose parts, experiment with the senses, natural elements, challenge and risk taking, movement and exploring feelings. Therefore, if a child has these elements in their environment, regardless of where they are, quality play provision is supported (Peterson and Friedrich, 2022). Furthermore, Welsh Government (2022) agree that when a learning environment consists of authentic and purposeful play and play based learning, the child is at the centre of the pedagogy which is fundamental to their learning and development. This new curriculum considers developmental pathways that practitioners can use to look at how they can support a child’s development. Instead of creating specifically constructed areas that was previously considered essential to a child’s learning environment (Welsh Government, 2015), these pathways enable practitioners to encourage children’s curiosity by focusing on what is important to the child.  A child’s right to play and learn (UNCRC, 1989) is embedded across the pathways and as such, their needs and interests are considered which ensures they have the opportunities and experiences that they need to reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2022). In addition, according to Pic and Han (2020), where the outdoor and indoor provision flow naturally into one another, children are supported to have rich learning experiences where the resources and materials available to them are flexible and can be used however the child wants without the need for a practitioner to help them. This ensures uninterrupted, free play which provides children with the opportunities that they need to challenge them to learn and grow (Ouvry and Furtado, 2020). 

In research conducted by Colwell et al (2016), children were asked what resources they would like to use to create their own play space. The research found that children preferred loose parts; resources that could be manipulated and used in a number of ways (Nicholson, 1971). Children were later given the resources they had asked for and encouraged to create their own space. It could be argued that even though children were able to ask for resources of their choice, the environment was influenced by the researchers as the children could only ask for materials and items that they knew of. There were no opportunities to develop their curiosity or exploration by introducing different or authentic resources and therefore it did not provide a rich learning environment that was conducive to their learning and development (Woods, 2013). However, Colwell et al (2016) found that the children collaborated in designing their own space and they each took on different roles during the process, sometimes changing roles with one another. The children also used ideas from their peers who were in a different group to add more to their own designs. Although they all worked together, each group had a child who took on the role of the leader. Despite this all the children were involved in the building process. The research concluded that children will benefit more from the environment when they actively participate in the space that has been created. They suggest therefore that practitioners should allow certain areas for children to explore and create as they want in order to support their development. It is important to note however, that the children were only given 30 minutes in which to make and play in their space. Children are encouraged to play for extended periods of time without being disturbed or having to stop in the middle of doing something. Therefore, this was only a short amount of time and if an uninterrupted longer period of time had been allowed, there may have been more opportunities for the children to change and extend their play which would have allowed for a deeper level of engagement in their play (Tariq, 2017).

According to Clement (2019), it is imperative for a child to design their own learning environment in order to support their learning and development. Clement’s research Spatially Democratic Pedagogy (Clement, 2018) considered how children followed their own interests as they participated in creating their own learning environment. During the process, children became teachers, planners, architects, negotiators and problem solvers and were able to collaborate with one another successfully (Clement 2019). As set out in the Welsh curriculum framework (Welsh Government, 2015), these various roles, taken on naturally by children, allowed them to participate meaningfully in their environment. Through making their own decisions and following their own interests; they were allowed to have a voice and became co-creators of their own space, and a sense therefore, of belonging; of ownership in their environment (Clement, 2018). This reinforces Clement’s research that when children can be involved in creating their own space, they are more involved and participate in different ways, taking on different roles and therefore further supporting their learning and development (Clement, 2019). However, it should be noted that during this research the children taking part were a small group and they were not with their usual class. Therefore, had the classroom been full of children as it usually was, then the results may have been different as the children may not have engaged with one another, or the task, in the same way. According to Wasik (2008), the extent to which children interact depends on the number of children in an environment; finding that children were more engaged in smaller groups. Powell et al (2008) also acknowledged that children were less engaged in larger groups. Nevertheless, Fellowes and Oakley (2019) also agree that children need experiences for themselves because their understanding deepens when they are active in their learning. These learning experiences come from the choices that practitioners offer to children and by allowing them to choose their own materials and ideas through natural, open-ended, everyday resources (Barlow, 2021). Furthermore, Barlow (2021) explains that a child’s participation in active learning allows them time and space to explore their environment as they want to, whether it is alone, with peers or with an adult. Barlow (2021) concludes that the practitioner is there to provide support when needed, to encourage the children and to engage in conversation when the children want to, to help support their language development.

Research by Clement (2019), Colwell et al (2016) and Fellowes and Oakley (2019) has shown that when children have the opportunities to create their own environment, they become more interested and motivated in what they are doing. However, it is necessary for the practitioner to prepare the environment to some extent as children cannot walk into a completely empty setting. Therefore, to what level of planning and preparation of the environment is required from the practitioners before it is considered to not be the child’s choice and therefore, they are less engaged in their learning environment?

This literature review will consider how a child can lead their own learning. It will investigate how a child engages in their learning and in their learning environment. It will also consider the extent to which a practitioner engages and interacts with a child in their learning experience and if this impacts the child-led learning environment. It will look at practitioner’s involvement in constructing the environment and therefore the extent to which they are facilitating children’s learning experience.
LITERATURE REVIEW 
1.1. Schemas
According to the Welsh Curriculum Framework (Welsh Government, 2015), when practitioners are involved in preparing the environment, it is believed that they are supporting a child’s play and learning by enabling them to explore ideas and themes that represent real life experiences. Furthermore, with the curriculum in Wales changing, it is now recognised that children all learn differently and therefore practitioners will have more flexibility in the new curriculum (OECD, 2020) to support children to construct their own learning and therefore improve outcomes for children (Welsh Government, 2020). In addition, A Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022), also recognises that children need to be at the centre of their learning with practitioners planning effectively so that the learning environment meets the needs and interests of the children. Practitioners are unable to understand what a child is aware of developmentally through listening to them at a young age as children have not yet learnt the vocabulary and expression that they need to do this effectively. Therefore, observing children’s behaviour is key to enabling practitioners to recognise when they can support children’s learning through the way they play (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015). 

According to Harper (2008), when children are repeating certain actions or behaviours, they are engaging in schematic play. In this play, Harper (2008) describes children as being fascinated and engaged in their learning when playing in their schema, or schemas. They are making sense of the world around them because they are building on their previous learning and as a result, they can predict what will happen next. Louis et al (2013) agree with the idea that children repeat behaviours and experiences because this enables them to practice and remember what they have already experienced, which in turns enables them to explore further by building on what they have already learnt. Piaget (1962) discovered that schemas facilitate a practitioners understanding of how children play and learn through schemas. Practitioners are able to observe a child’s interests and ways of thinking and therefore build on this knowledge to support children in their learning through providing an enabling environment (Grimmer, 2017). However, in order for practitioners to support children’s schemas, the different levels at which they operate in a child’s development first need to be considered (Louis et al, 2013). When a child is in the first level of schematic development, they are exploring their environment through their senses at this sensorimotor stage. Therefore, an environment that supports a child’s learning at this stage would need to have resources that stimulate a child’s senses. According to Daly and Beloglovsky (2015), the loose parts environment supports this stage of a child’s development because of the flexibility of the resources as children can engage with the materials in any way they can make possible (Nicholson, 1971). As children move to the symbolic representation level, the loose parts environment continues to provide an enabling environment as the resources provide numerous ways for a child to use the objects to represent something else. As children build on what they have already learnt through these initial levels of schematic development, they are then able to apply their knowledge as they engage in new experiences as they reach the third level of functional dependency (Grimmer 2017). Therefore, if the environment enables children to be successful in their learning at the first level, is it a natural progression for the environment to continue to support them through each of the stages of schematic play or does it rely on the ability of the practitioner to ensure the child’s needs are met within the environment? According to the Welsh Government (2022), if the environment is child centred and enables children to learn through engaging in purposeful play with interested adults who provide authentic learning opportunities, it will support children effectively through all their stages of developmental learning (Mraz, Porcelli and Tyler, 2016). As children approach the final stage of their learning through schematic play, their interactions become abstract thoughts; sharing information that they have learnt through describing experiences, objects and events. This process of schematic play enables children to take risks and engage in real experiences where they can find meaning in what they are doing (Louis, Beswick and Featherstone, 2013).

Grimmer (2017) suggests that practitioners are crucial to supporting children in their schematic behaviours because they are able to identify how a child is learning through a particular repetitive behaviour. Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015) agree that through observing and identifying how a child’s schema is represented, they can ensure that they either provide more of the same or they can expand children’s learning by giving children access to further resources and materials in order for them to continue exploring and experiment in a range of experiences and activities whilst playing in their schemas. For instance, if a practitioner recognises a child playing in a trajectory schema, they will be able to provide additional resources that engages a child’s fascination with how things work and move (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2018). In an environment where there are loose parts or authentic resources, practitioners can provide materials and resources that include opportunities for children to explore how different objects move as a result of different forces (Haughey, 2019). For example, different sized blocks or bricks would encourage children to build and explore jumping from different heights. Practitioners could engage children in making paper aeroplanes out of paper and card or they could create obstacle courses and set up different activities in water play. Bruce, Louis and McCall’s (2015) observation showed that the practitioners identified a child playing through a trajectory schema which they believe developed as a result of the child’s dominant schema, enveloping. The child was observed putting different items in a bag as well as attempting to envelope herself and cover her whole body completely. Practitioners also noticed how she used this schema in different play, so whilst she was playing outdoors, she smeared items in mud and paint – completely covering up objects in addition to herself. She was observed using her sense of touch and movement to explore her environment through her schematic behaviour. It is possible that the child’s strong envelopment schema motivated her to explore her trajectory schema with more enthusiasm (Louis and For, 2013). When practitioners initially observed the child wrapping rope around an item and pulling it back and forth, she would stop for periods of time, and she appeared to be considering deeply what was happening. In the initial stages of the child’s trajectory schematic play, the child was focused on what she could see, hear and feel around herself especially when on a trip to feed the ducks. She was fascinated with throwing the bread to the ducks, but she was more focused on the sound of the bread landing in the water, the texture of the bread and the smells. As her play continued over the course of a few weeks, and practitioners ensured she had opportunities to explore movement in her experiences, they noted how she continued to play through the trajectory schema. Each time they returned to feed the ducks; it was evident how the child engaged more each time. She soon started to learn that throwing the bread in a certain direction meant that a particular duck received the bread; rather than her throwing aimlessly into the water (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015). Through the practitioner’s knowledge and understanding of how this schema works, they are able to facilitate an effective environment to ensure it meets the needs of a child playing in the trajectory schema (Nutbrown and Atherton, 2012). In another observation of a child playing in the rotation schema by Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015), the child is clearly sustained in their thinking and development as they are trying to work out the cause-and-effect aspect of the pedals on a bicycle; also referred to as the functional dependency level of schematic development (Athey, 1990). The child builds on their prior knowledge of how a relative fixes bicycles because the child turns the bicycle onto its side to spin the wheels. In order to develop their understanding, the practitioner provides the child with further resources, including a pram with wheels that will only turn when it is being pushed. This supports the child to develop their language by discussing the various parts of the wheel with the practitioner, including the axle and bolts. This deepens the child’s understanding of how wheels work as well as providing other resources and materials to allow them to experiment and encourage their curiosity. Therefore, the practitioner is key to providing effective experiences for the children and interacting alongside them (Bruce, Louis and McGall, 2015). However, if a child is repeatedly engaging in similar activities, are they lacking in opportunities, and does it become monotonous for them (Hooft, 2018)?

Featherstone and Louis, (2008), acknowledge that children actively engage in repeated behaviours as it is crucial for their development. According to Karpicke and Roediger (2008), repetition is imperative for a child’s learning as it helps to develop their memories (Hintzman, 1976) and their language (Schwab and Lew-Williams, 2016). In addition, according to Montessori (2013), when children have the opportunities to practice any skills or knowledge several times, these repetitive actions underpin a child’s learning, skills development and their achievements. Furthermore, Montessori (2014) acknowledges that the environment is key to providing children with the routine that they need because when the environment is predictable and children know what to expect, they feel safe and secure which in turn gives them the best scenario for them to learn. Repetition is vital for building the neural connections in the brain (Conkbayir, 2021). These neural connections are only just forming in babies and young children and therefore, as a child repeats certain actions and behaviours, they are strengthening their neural connections which helps them to learn (First Things First, 2018). Through repeating behaviours, children are also able to develop their self-discipline skills and reflect critically. This is because they have the opportunities through repetition to internalise concepts and develop their own confidence and motivation to keep going. Therefore, when children are playing in their schemas and repeating the same behaviours and actions, they are developing their neural connections and supporting their development through their experiences (Lynch, 2019). Consequently, it is essential that a child’s environment supports them to engage in these activities and opportunities in order for them to develop their skills and knowledge so that they can reach their full potential. Additionally, when practitioners observe children’s schematic play, they can build on their interests which in turn creates enriched learning experiences for children through sustained shared thinking in their environment. (Louis, 2013). Therefore, the role of the practitioner is crucial in ensuring the environment supports children’s schematic play so that children have the freedom to explore independently through activities and experiences that practitioners know they will enjoy as they have ensured that the environment is centred around the child and their interests (Peterson and Friedrich, 2022). 

1.2. The Theory Behind Rich Learning Environments
The significance of the learning environment has been studied for many years. According to Montessori (2013), it is essential that the child’s environment is meticulously planned to ensure that children have the best opportunities to be independent and to be in control of their learning. Through her observations of children, Montessori (Mooney, 2002) noticed that children learnt to do things that may have seemed impossible for them if they did not have the right environment and resources, she believed that their play is also their work. Montessori (2014) believed in following the child as they are aware of what they need to develop themselves and how they need to be challenged. By following children, they were allowed the freedom to choose what they wanted to do and to act on their own accord without the practitioner being directive. However, it is important to consider the impact of this on the practitioner. In order to allow a child to be independent and make their own decisions, the practitioner needs to be confident in allowing the child to do this, they need to believe in the child and their natural desire and curiosity to learn and explore. Therefore, they may need further training in order to ensure they are meeting the needs of the child in their setting (Anning, 2006). Montessori (Mooney, 2002) felt that the environment needs to be constructed by the practitioner to ensure it is inviting for children and facilitates their work so that they are engaged in what they are doing. Montessori (Mooney, 2002) acknowledged that a child’s development depended on their environment and therefore it is imperative that it is set up in a way that is accessible by children so that they do not need to rely on adults to help them. Practitioners also need to provide activities that are designed to support the children to be successful as well as allow to the space for them to move around freely. The child’s environment needs to be child sized so that it is a link for children to learn and be independent from adults, “the first aim of the prepared environment is, as far as it is possible, to render the growing child independent of the adult” (Montessori, 2013.)  According to Montessori (2013), the absorbent mind facilitates learning; a child unconsciously absorbs everything in their environment by experiencing it, so it is therefore important that the environment is set up correctly so that a child’s learning is effortless. The environment needs to be structured so that there is order for the child and whilst this may be considered as contradictory to the idea of children being able to move freely and make their own choices, Montessori (Mooney, 2002) believed that children need the routine and order to help them navigate the world, where there is a sense of order and structure. Allowing children to explore in this way leads to their independence and encourages them to navigate their own learning, develop an understanding of the world around them as well as to be able to take responsibility (Woods, 2020). Montessori felt that even though children are given the freedom to explore and learn by choosing what interests and motivates them, it does not mean they can do whatever they want. She acknowledged it is about giving them the opportunities to choose freely from the positive activities that they have been provided with by the practitioner (Mooney, 2002). The outdoor environment has also been recognised for its significant impact on a child’s learning within the Montessori setting, it is not just for the indoors. Montessori recognised that preparing the environment outdoors is just as important as ensuring the indoor environment is planned. Her belief was that children would develop the skills in the garden, such as gardening for example (Montessori, 1911). She believed that these experiences reflected the natural world that we live in and therefore should be embedded in the everyday experiences of a child and many Montessori settings therefore keep pets or grow their own fruit and vegetables in order to provide opportunities for children to take responsibility. 

Nicholson (1971) also considered how a child would engage differently in a room that has plenty of space with natural resources and loose parts. He believed that this gives children the ability to create whatever they want and therefore it enables them to lead their own learning. When a practitioner ensures that a child has access to loose parts and authentic materials, children develop an affordance with their environment as they are provided with real-life experiences which promote rich learning environments and have a positive impact on a child’s learning and development (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015). Daly and Beloglovsky (2016) acknowledge that when children have the opportunity to play with more open-ended materials, their play is more focused, and as a result, they are highly engaged in what they are doing; which supports an effective, enabling environment for children. Daly and Beloglovsky (2015) believe that when a practitioner creates an environment that is safe and attractive to the children through providing appropriate resources and materials, children will be more in control of their play and learning. Therefore, when creating a rich environment that is well resourced with loose parts and natural materials, the role of the practitioner is significant. How then does this impact a child’s ability to lead their own learning and create their own learning environment? 

Kolb (1984) recognised the role of the practitioner in the environment and the need for them to be flexible in a child’s learning. Kolb’s theory of four different learning cycles forms the process a child goes through when they have opportunities to participate in experiential learning. When a child engages in an activity, they reflect on new experiences based on what they have previously learnt. Their reflection introduces new concepts and ideas which inspire and motivate them to experiment further and interact more deeply with their learning environment. England (2021) believes that children are capable of creating their own learning environment and recognises the importance of exploring outdoors in her setting through providing free flow access between the indoors and the outdoors. She also has an outdoor classroom which holds resources that cannot stay outside all the time but can be easily moved around by the children. England (2021) explains how this can spark their creativity through manipulating and transporting objects around the different indoor and outdoor environments. Her idea is that natural loose parts including leaves, twigs, stones and flowers can all be used by children to combine materials and therefore create their own learning experiences, regardless of whether they are indoors or outdoors. England (2021) believes that because children have the freedom to play however they want in her setting, they concentrate for longer periods of time and they are engaged in their experience. From this they are able to develop their problem-solving skills as they persevere to figure something out whilst making mistakes and correcting themselves (Pulling, 2021). However, allowing children to play with loose parts does not come without risk and poses a number of dangers, particularly to babies and young children (Williams, 2021). Therefore, the practitioner needs to manage the risks associated with loose parts and consider how the child may be affected. As a result, the free play is no longer completely free play because the practitioner is involved in the planning of the resources and materials to ensure that if loose parts are provided, they are safe and do not pose a choking hazard or a danger to the child who may like to throw things.

In contrast to Montessori and England, Hyndman (2019) explains that children need to experience complete freedom, including freedom from play restrictions in order to develop and reach their full potential. He believes that the unstructured and spontaneous activities are more valuable to children in supporting their learning, social and physical development. According to Loebach and Gilliland (2015), children’s play outdoors is declining compared to when their parents were children because of an increase in electronic devices and parents wanting to keep children safe. However, research by Soga and Gaston (2016) also emphasises the decline in unstructured play in nature and believes it is due to a lack of awareness of the importance of play as well as more pressure on children to do well in class as well as more restrictions on play. According to Hyndman (2019), this has a negative impact on a child’s wellbeing because playing in the outdoors, in nature, acts as a counterbalance to the amount of technology children have access to on a daily basis. Through enabling children to experience nature from early on, they are more likely to learn to appreciate nature and the world around them as they grow and become adults. According to Hyndman et al (2014), through allowing children to play with loose parts, both natural and objects found around the home, children have the opportunities to play cooperatively with one another, learn new ideas and solve problems through construction, observation and designing. Through using what nature provides, children are able to challenge themselves and discover independently because the diversity of the materials and resources that can be found in the natural environment is vast and allows for exploration, engagement, and discovery (Hyndman, 2017). Therefore, does a child’s learning environment become about what can be offered naturally in their surroundings or does the practitioner still have a role to play in their learning?

According to Froebel (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2016, p.23), “the role of the practitioner is critical in planning and resourcing the environments” in order to support a child’s self-confidence and independence. Froebel believed that if children are active in their learning, they are motivated to learn about the world and would naturally follow their creativity and interests through exploring independently and without direction (Early Education, 2019). However, it needs to be considered how far a child is able to develop their own play and creativity independently when the setting is prepared for them. According to Tovey (2017), it is also important to consider Froebel's idea that the outdoor garden is central to a child’s development as it is somewhere where they can grow and learn in their own time with adults who provide support when it is needed. Tovey (2017) states that Froebel acknowledged that children learn best through first-hand experiences, self-activity, playing and problem solving. Through having outdoor space that offered these areas and the potential for more, the environment will engage a child’s imagination and creativity as well as their curiosity. The Froebel Trust (2021) acknowledges that the quality of the environment and the interactions with it are key to enabling children to play freely. Furthermore, The Froebel Trust (2021) emphasises the fact that through allowing children to play outside, this provides them with the opportunities to have real and direct experiences of the natural world. This provides first-hand experience of life cycles, life and death and the different seasons. However, Tovey (2017) also explains that Froebel suggests that practitioners are able to support children by further exploring their curiosity. For example, if a child is having an enjoyable session caring for a caterpillar, the practitioner could provide another activity on caterpillars and develop this further by looking at butterflies. This teaches children about life cycles and how to care for another life. According to Tovey (2017), this will support children to have more appreciation for life, including their own. Like Montessori, the Froebel environment is also specifically designed according to the space. It allows for flexibility and ensures that children are interested, motivated and engaged. Moreover, the practitioner is one of the least important components in the Froebelian environment. The practitioner’s key role is to interact cautiously and positively; supporting children to assess the risk for themselves and consider other options so that children have the opportunities to develop their own play and creativity independently without the practitioner interfering in their space.

It was important to Bruner (1981) that a child’s environment facilitates their thinking and problem-solving skills as a means to develop their knowledge and understanding of the world. According to McLeod (2019), children should be able to construct their own learning and an effective practitioner would facilitate this rather than teaching children by formal learning methods. Bruner (1977) acknowledged that children are able to grasp complex topics through actively engaging in their learning. Through focusing on the presentation of the topic rather than the topic in question, it can be made adaptable to support a child’s development based on their cognitive abilities. Bruner (1977) also recognised that through children being active, they were then able to focus their learning through images and would themselves turn this learning into language. Bruner’s theory acknowledges the idea of children participating in their own learning and being active in the process, but with guidance from childcare practitioners along the way. In a similar way to when children learn through the process of repetition (Orr, 2021) and engage in schematic play, Wood et al (1976) also noted the process of scaffolding whereby the teacher demonstrated the process and children then have a go for themselves. Through completing each step in the process, Bruner (1977) believed that children would encounter revisiting the topic which would reinforce it more effectively and therefore the child would learn confidently and in depth. Whitebread (2012) also emphasised how children learn through this process; especially when it happens in a play-based environment and children are supported emotionally as well as cognitively by the practitioner. Through using their own knowledge and understanding, children are more confident to have a go, with the practitioner on hand in case they need support and feedback. Therefore, although the practitioner is significant in facilitating a child’s learning, they are not there to dominate their experiences or to take over the teaching. Instead, the focus is on the children and how an effective practitioner will enable children to be active in their own learning (McLeod, 2019). Vygotsky (1978) also observed that children learnt through the process of different stages and that learning cooperatively is an important aspect of a child's learning and development through their social environment. He acknowledged that a child’s play should be guided and supported by the practitioner who can model the relevant knowledge and tools a child needs to learn in order to develop their understanding of the world. Piaget however, believed that children learn and adapt to their environment through constantly interacting with it without the need for the practitioner to be involved (Mooney, 2002). He believed that children are cognitively able to learn on their own by interacting with their environment and therefore experiencing the world around them, developing their knowledge and understanding, and by making mistakes and learning from them (Eddy, 2010). However, although Vygotsky (1978) acknowledged the importance of a child’s social environment, he put an emphasis on the role of the practitioner in supporting a child’s learning. Vygotsky (1978) believed that children learn when practitioners support their learning and development through language appropriate for their level of understanding. His emphasis on the cultural knowledge from practitioners was significant to a child’s learning and he focused on the practitioner as crucial to a child’s learning (McLeod, 2019). Therefore, to what extent does the practitioner ensure the environment is appropriate and engaging for children and who is responsible for ensuring the safety of the social environment?

According to Enskar et al (2020), children are more vulnerable in their environment if they have not yet developed the ability to risk assess or make choices that keep them safe. Bronfenbrenner (1981, 2005), states that the local environment is key to a child’s health and wellbeing, however parents have put too many restrictions on their children to move around in the local environment out of fear (Yevko, 2020). As a result, children avoid certain areas because their parents have told them it is not safe to play there (Enskar et al, 2020). Moreover, the children had not questioned this further and did not know themselves whether it was safe or not. Therefore, children are limited to playing in a park where parents feel it is safer for them or indoors where children are more engaged in sedentary activities which lead to health problems (Islam et al, 2020).  This emphasizes the need for a child’s voice to be heard and reflects the lack of input they have in their social environment outside of their learning (Enskar et al, 2020).

In a study conducted by Christensen and Mikkelsen (2013), it was found that girls were determined to pursue their own interests and relationships through creating places that were meaningful to them. The intention was not to break the rules but to find a place that they could call their own, that they could create for themselves, away from those who they did not want to be around, in this case it was the adults and boys. They were happy to have a private hideout with blankets, drinks and food where they could talk and be hidden away, and have their own privacy, rather than being alone. Children can adapt to their environment. When children want to be away from adults or other peers, they will find a suitable place. The children cherished their hiding spot in the bushes because the bushes kept them hidden meaning no one could see them. They could not be heard by pedestrians walking by either because of the noise of the traffic on the adjacent road. Whilst they sometimes struggled to hear one with another, they liked the thrill because no one knew they were there. The children avoided the area during the winter because there were no leaves on the bushes to protect them. The children stayed away from areas where they were restricted, but they were content because they did not have to follow the rules of a setting or adult. This research found that the children were happy when they were able to create their own learning environment. The research emphasised the fact that the children respected the boundaries that had been put in place by the adults – for example they did not go to restricted areas; however, they enjoyed not having restrictions placed directly on them and they were able to go and play in the bushes despite there being a number of risks. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the research focused on older children who had already developed a greater sense of risk and a better understanding of the world around them. If this research had been completed with a younger group of children, it is possible the outcome would have been considerably different as they would not have had the same awareness of their surroundings as the older children. This is similar to the previous discussion where it has been considered how children build on their prior knowledge and experiences which improves their confidence when faced with new situations (Featherstone and Louis, 2008). From the research, it is unclear whether the children involved have attended previous child-led settings and therefore had prior experience of creating their own space and areas where they want to play. The research does however emphasise Vygotsky’s belief of the importance of the social environment (McLeod, 2019). The children were aware of the gender differences as they wanted to create a space away from the boys; but they also wanted time away from the adults – where they believed they would be hidden away from any form of supervision; not with the intent to misbehave, but with the motivation to explore and create their own secret space. Therefore, it can be noted from this research that as children become older, they continue to enjoy leading their own play and creating their own learning environment – it does not stop because they have grown in age. It is also quite possible that as they develop a greater understanding of the world around them, their motivations change, and it becomes more socially focused as they mature; compared to it being about their learning when they were younger.

It is evident from considering the different viewpoints of theorists who underpin child development in the modern world, that the concept of the learning environment and the role of the practitioner are not new ideas. Whilst there are different perceptions on the role of the practitioner, it cannot be ignored that they each recognise the importance of the child leading their own play and actively participating in their learning environment. In addition, it is still recognised that whilst the role of the practitioner does differ, the practitioner still has a part to play in supporting children to develop their knowledge and skills through facilitating their thinking and through providing access to an enabling environment that is effective for supporting their learning and development.

1.3. Curriculums
When practitioners acknowledge the importance of how children learn through exploring and manipulating their environment and how they are actively engaged in leading their own learning (Bhagwanji and Born, 2018); practitioners are providing enabling environments and experiences that are child-led. These effective child-led learning experiences come from the choices that practitioners offer to children by allowing them to choose their own materials and ideas through natural, open-ended, everyday resources (Barlow, 2021). The practitioner is there to provide support when needed, to encourage the children and to engage in conversation when the children invite them into their play, to help support their language development. This was previously discussed when looking at the different levels of schematic play and the importance of the practitioner providing effective experiences for the children and interacting alongside them (Bruce, Louis and McGall, 2015). It can also be acknowledged then, that through a child emergent curriculum, children are following their own lead in play. The emergent curriculum is built on the child’s interests, strengths and needs to ensure children are as successful as possible in their learning. Practitioners then observe children in their play to provide meaningful opportunities that enrich a child’s learning. The emphasis is on both the child who is able to follow their own interests and curiosity; and it is also on the role of the practitioner who has a knowledge of child development and recognises what children need as part of their education. They also document their observations as part of the child’s learning journey so that they can look at the previous learning experiences and build on these by considering where to go next.

The Curiosity Approach (Hellyn and Bennett, 2019) is an example of this emergent curricula where the environment is considered to be an additional teacher. Emilia (Hall et al., 2015) identifies the importance of the environment as a physical place that has the potential to influence where and how children learn through reflecting the natural home environment. The practitioner creates a space where children can explore and engage in their learning naturally. The practitioner provides authentic materials and resources that Hellyn and Bennett (2019) believe would encourage a child’s natural curiosity to discover and figure things out. Through providing an environment where there are areas dedicated to experiences, Hellyn and Bennett (2019) believe that children can re-enact real life experiences through the curiosity approach with genuine resources and materials rather than pretending with toys. Instead of pulling out a dressing up outfit from a plastic box, in the curiosity approach children are seen looking through a suitcase of clothing that reflects different cultures as well as different styles and generations. They can also be seen drinking and eating with ceramic crockery. Children are provided with opportunities to experience risk taking thorough using breakable resources and are therefore learning about consequences. Hellyn and Bennett (2019) acknowledge that the role of the practitioner is to facilitate and scaffold children’s learning. Through supporting, modelling, and providing well presenting resources, practitioners are able to provide children with the flexibility that they need to choose the direction of their own play. According to Bhagwanii and Born (2018), practitioners need to be intentional to ensure they are meeting the child’s needs within the learning environment. Through providing intentional purposeful experiences and engaging in positive interactions, they are able to support a child’s learning and not control it. Clayton (2012) explains that being intentional explores the idea that the practitioner knows when and how to introduce activities to children. This comes from knowing the children, building relationships and observing their interests and needs within the environment. However, it has not always been acknowledged that children need opportunities to follow their own innate creativity and the idea that an enabling adult is needed to facilitate child-led play has perhaps been too rigid. Whilst it is recognised that children are unable to fully create the environment themselves, it is important to understand that there needs to be a balance in how much of a role the practitioner plays.

Drake (2014) believes that when a child walks into a setting that is designed with specific areas that are inviting and motivating, the child is naturally encouraged to engage in their surroundings. In addition, Welsh Government (2015) acknowledge that children are motivated to learn in a play-based environment where they are offered first-hand experiences to support their learning and development. Practitioners are responsible for creating rich play spaces (Welsh Government, 2015) where children can learn and explore (Donaldson, 2015). The curriculum which supports several pedagogies that are provided through specific areas, is implemented for children aged 4-7 years however regulated early years settings in Wales are expected to provide the Foundation Phase curriculum to all children to give them a flying start before they start school (Welsh Government, 2016). Practitioners acknowledge that the first 1000 days of a child’s life are the most significant for children (Public Health Wales, 2017), and children need to be nurtured, kept safe and supported to ensure that they achieve certain milestones at different stages of their development (Parents Insight Report, 2017). However, it again needs to be questioned whether this construction of space is too restricting on children (Devine, 2002). When practitioners plan the environment with the intention of completing observations in order to ensure that children are meeting their developmental targets (Welsh Government, 2015), then is this adult-led rather than child-led (Welsh Government, 2015)? Although the children have been able to decide what they want to do, it is possible they have not fully immersed themselves in the activity in the way they would have had they initiated the experience (Goouch, 2010). According to Woods (2016), children are more likely to demonstrate higher levels of engagement in an environment that is stimulating and nurturing and where they are allowed the time they need to explore and experience a variety of activities that interest them. In research by Laevers et al. (1997), when a child was distracted from the main activity of cutting and tasting rhubarb by a spider that they had found, the practitioner afforded the child the time they needed to explore this further. As a result, the child became fascinated with the spider which led to further experiences and opportunities for the child’s learning journey. The practitioner enabled the child to learn about the spider and other insects which became a wider topic within the learning environment for all the children. It is perhaps here the impact of Kolb’s theory can be considered as in the process of experiential learning, as this would not have happened in a setting where the practitioner had led the activities and restricted the use of resources and materials for their original purpose. Therefore, the potential of missed opportunities in these settings when compared to that of the practitioner who allowed the child to explore their interests further and supported experiential learning is significant.  

Furthermore, the curriculum in Wales is changing because according to Bell et al (2017), the current curriculum, The Foundation Phase, no longer supports the needs of children today as it has become limited in the creative approaches used in schools. In their report The Future of Work in Wales (Bell et al, 2017), it was acknowledged that children in school today will likely work in jobs that do not even exist yet and therefore there is a need for the curriculum to prepare children to thrive when they leave school, through providing schools and settings the flexibility to create their own curriculums; and therefore enabling children to develop towards the four main purposes of the curriculum. The New Zealand based pedagogy and curriculum; Te Whariki (Early Child Curriculum, New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2017) believe that children should be confident in their learning; have a sense of belonging and believe that they have a role to play in society. Derived from the Māori language, the curriculum recognises that children’s learning is woven together through four main principles and five different areas of child development which form their goals. Weaved into the curriculum is the role of the practitioner in the child’s learning journey because there are no set guidelines to follow. Practitioners create their own learning environment where children interact and have the opportunities to learn and grow. In the Te Whariki approach therefore, there are no set developmental milestones that children are expected to achieve by a certain point. Instead, teachers are encouraged to look at what children are trying to achieve and how they can best meet their needs – the focus is completely on the child and looking at their learning through their eyes. Through exploring natural materials, children are given the opportunities they need to experience how things work and to develop a sense of respect and responsibility for natural resources. In this curriculum, children are encouraged to learn about who they are – through playing alongside others as well as independently by developing their imaginations and problem-solving skills. In a similar approach, the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2020), focuses on four main purposes that will enable children to develop fundamental skills that will support them as they grow and mature into adulthood. The curriculum has been designed to allow practitioners to create their own, flexible approach to the curriculum that they can adapt to meet the needs of the children in their environment. Practitioners can flexibly provide children with opportunities and experiences that will equip them to develop these fundamental skills which can be transferred later on and enable them to live and work successfully in the modern world. The curriculum has put the emphasis on the practitioner and the role they play in implementing the child-centred pedagogy that focuses on the specific needs and circumstances of the children (Crick and Golding, 2020). Adapted alongside the new curriculum to meet the needs of younger children is A Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022). The curriculum has been implemented in order to support practitioners to use the environment effectively; motivating them to encourage children to participate in their own learning through providing appropriate resources and materials in an enabling environment (Welsh Government, 2022). The new focus is on supporting children to progress through their learning at their own pace and following their own interests. This will have a significant impact on the way children are assessed as previously, The Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015) included check lists and developmental profiles for practitioners to complete following their observations. This meant that specific activities were created for children as practitioners were required to assess where children were in their learning journey (Welsh Government, 2015). As a result of these assessments, the activities and opportunities afforded to children became more adult led and lacked the experiential learning that enhances children’s learning and the ability to develop problem solving skills through reflecting and recalling their experiences (Beard, 2006). The new curriculum however focuses on ensuring that children progress at a pace that meets their needs (Welsh Government, 2020). Judgements will no longer be made by the practitioner, but achievements will be recognised on the varying progression steps of the developmental pathways which form the assessment process. These outcomes will then be used to observe a child’s learning journey, rather than adjusting the planning to target certain developmental needs. The focus will be on what the child has achieved and what they are able to do; rather than what they cannot do but should be doing. Through assessing in this way, practitioners will be able to understand the different ways in which children learn and the most successful ways of motivating them. Allowing children to develop at their own pace ensures that children are taking the lead in their own learning journey. There are still expectations on the progression steps for children at certain ages; however, these are broad and will not formally affect the practitioner’s planning. 

Through the varying curriculums, it is evident that when children are allowed to take the lead in their own learning journey and be active in their learning environment, children feel safe and have a sense of belonging. This enables children to want to participate and interact and naturally, they become more engaged as they experiment and experience the world around them. When children consistently have these chances, they have more opportunity to engage more in their learning. When practitioners are flexible and understand children’s needs, they allow children the time they need to engage and explore which leads to experiential learning (Beard, 2006). This process of learning ensures that children are engaged in their activity because it is a process that they have initiated because they have shown an interest (Gascoyne, 2019) Their curiosity to explore this further will allow children to learn and grow their knowledge on a deeper level because they are directly involved in the learning process (Woods, 2016). Furthermore, when children are supported by a practitioner who provides them with the additional resources and materials that they need; their engagement levels go further (Silberman, 2007).

1.4. Sustained Shared Thinking

When practitioners consider incorporating sustained shared thinking within their setting; supporting a child’s development whilst allowing the child to lead the environment and their play is at the heart of their practice (Purdon, 2014). Throughout this literature review, the extent to which practitioners engage in a learning environment has been discussed extensively. There are various theories and curriculums that agree that whilst an environment should be child-led (Montessori, 2014, Piaget, 1962, Welsh Government, 2022, Early Child Curriculum, New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2017, Hellyn and Bennett, 2019), practitioners can also have an active role to play within the learning environment in order to extend a child’s understanding and development further (Kostic, 2016, Vygotsky, 1978). According to Bailey (2017), It is important to create an environment where the practitioners work in partnership with the children, supporting their developing interests and meeting their needs. Children are very curious in their learning and practitioners have the opportunity to encourage and enhance this rather than take it over through integrating sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002) into the environment. Through creating this environmental partnership in sustain shared thinking, Stacey (2018) suggests that the practitioner is supporting the child’s development and although they have a role to play, they are not leading the environment or the child’s learning; instead, they are supporting the child-led emergent curriculum (Vanover, 2020).

When sustained shared thinking is present in an activity, practitioners are considering the extent of a child’s understanding and knowledge whilst the child is exploring their curiosity and trying to find their own solutions (Brodie, 2014). When a practitioner responds to a child’s interests and nurtures their curiosity, the child becomes more absorbed and focused on what they are doing which leads to a deeper level of learning (Sakr et al., 2018). Furthermore, Brodie (2014) suggests that when ideas are shared and conclusions are drawn during these periods of interaction and engagement, the partnership between the practitioner and the child is formed.  It is in these moments that key areas of learning are taking place and the child is immersed in the activity or experience because they are included in what is happening – it is not the practitioner teaching or talking at them (Salmon and Lucas, 2011). Both the child and the practitioner are sharing thoughts and making decisions together during this extended period of time (Vanover, 2020). This allows the conversation to flow more naturally, and it also supports the child to take their time to think and consider the process. This promotes a deeper level of thinking (Purdon, 2014), and it also enables the children to remember the experience which also ensures they will be able to recall what they have learnt another time (Robson, 2012). According to Purdon (2014), this recall and returning to the learning reflects the deeper understanding of their learning as the experience has been sustained by the child. Brodie (2014) also agrees that there is a deeper level of learning when a child returns to an experience or activity that they have already explored. This emphasises their interest and enthusiasm about something that is important to them and therefore their interactions are invaluable (Hedges and Cooper, 2016). It is during these exchanges that there will be opportunities for sustained shared thinking and this allows children to make progress, because they are more engaged in their learning as they have created their own learning experience (Fumoto and Greenfield, 2012).
According to Clark and Featherstone (2013), in order to incorporate sustained shared thinking within the learning environment, there needs to be opportunities for it to take place. Furthermore, it is also suggested that whilst the practitioner needs to be flexible and understanding, the physical environment itself needs to ensure there are opportunities for children to engage and interact with the resources and materials so that their curiosity is stirred, and they will want to learn (Clark and Featherstone, 2013). Where there are opportunities for children to explore and follow their own interests, sustained shared thinking can happen naturally within the setting (Neale and Pino-Pasternak, 2016). For example, when practitioners have ensured that the environment supports a child’s schematic play, and children are engaged in their schema and playing repetitively, there are often many chances for the practitioner to engage with the child and support their development (Louis and For, 2013); especially as they move through the different levels of schematic play. In an environment where there are authentic resources and loose parts, children have opportunities to expand their learning as their play is not restricted (Beloglovsky and Daly, 2016). This also provides further possibilities for practitioners to engage in sustained shared thinking as children experiment and try out something different with the various resources and materials (Kostic, 2016). The process of sustained shared thinking encourages children to think critically as well as learning to problem solve (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). According to Brodie (2014), when a practitioner engages with a child in this way, they are modelling thought processes out loud. These thought processes usually extend passed a child’s current knowledge and therefore allows children to think about what the practitioner has said (Brodie, 2014). The child shares their ideas as they feel safe with the practitioner who has taken the time to understand their perspective. It is also important for the practitioner to engage closely in the interactions as a child may express something that goes beyond what the practitioner thought they could understand (Salmon and Lucas, 2011). 

However, if the practitioner is modelling their thought processes out loud, is this similar to Vygotsky’s (Mooney, 2002) theory of scaffolding where children are working with the practitioner and following their cues in order to expand their understanding? Vygotsky (1978) believed that a child’s development was supported by social interaction and influenced by those around them; acknowledging that the role of the practitioner was to engage children in challenging and meaningful activities. His theory that practitioners demonstrate to children how the world works provides children with the knowledge they need and the processes involved to learn; rather than it being something that children learnt for themselves (Mooney, 2002). If this then is the case, can it be argued that it is not truly sustained shared thinking because the practitioner is considering their outcome throughout the experience; which is what they want the child to learn rather than what the child wants to learn from the activity? According to Brodie (2014), the practitioner has a significant part to play in sustained shared thinking, however it is acknowledged that the role is shared; the process of sustained shared thinking is a partnership.  It is imperative that practitioners are aware of this because if this is neglected or forgotten, then it moves away from being child-led and the practitioner would be taking control and teaching the child; which is then no longer sustained shared thinking (Purdon, 2016). However, research by Blatchford and Smith (2010) has shown that when practitioners extend and develop a child-led conversation through showing a genuine interest, sustained shared thinking is a very successful process because the practitioners have given up their own agenda of trying to encourage the child to reach the right answer. Therefore, the practitioner is developing the child’s knowledge further rather than limiting it, by creating a link between what the child already knows and what they are capable of learning (Siraj‐Blatchford and Sylva, 2004). In order to maintain sustained shared thinking, the focus needs to remain on the child following their own interests and creating their own learning environment (Featherstone, 2013). 

Does it need to be considered then, that if the practitioner is in partnership with children in sustained shared thinking; but it is the practitioner’s knowledge that ensures the environment is effective and that they engage with children at appropriate times, that they need to have the relevant expertise in order to do this successfully? According to the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (2009), a practitioner with the relevant skills and knowledge can respond and identify promptly, any relevant opportunities to extend a child’s learning further through sustained shared thinking. Following The Nutbrown Review (Nutbrown, 2012), the importance of investing in a professional early years sector was imperative for providing high quality early years provision. It is crucial for a child’s learning and development that practitioners have the appropriate qualifications, skills and experience they need to support children and facilitate their knowledge and understanding (Manning et al., 2017). In addition, practitioners have the knowledge to ensure that the opportunities and experiences that they are providing are closely related to the environment in which a child is learning about the world around them (Bullard, 2014). Children are then able to follow the practitioner’s guidance and engage in a deeper level of understanding and learning, in an environment that is resourced in a way that interests children and meets their needs, supports their learning and fosters their curiosity (Clarke and Featherstone, 2013). Through having the relevant skills and understanding of child development, practitioners are able to support children’s learning and development through sustained shared thinking within an effective environment (Purdon, 2014). The practitioner is simply looking for those opportunities where they can engage with a child and support their knowledge and understanding by sharing ideas and concepts with them and working together to find a solution (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).
According to Stacey (2011), the practitioner is key in developing this child-led emergent curriculum by following the child’s interests and lead. They can ensure that they are able to provide further opportunities and activities that create a stimulating and meaningful curriculum. This is imperative because children can only show an interest in things that they have already engaged in or experienced and therefore the role of practitioner is important at this stage of the child-led curriculum because if the practitioner is not observant and following the child’s lead to develop their curiosity further, then the learning environment could be limiting for the child (Stacey, 2018). It is from the child’s interests and curiosity that the curriculum emerges from a child and their experiences, and to a practitioner who responds to support the development of the curriculum by building on children’s interests, abilities and ideas (Vanover, 2020). As a result, children can investigate their ideas through activities and experiences that attract their attention (Barnes, 2018). However, if a practitioner is key to providing the child-led emergent curriculum and providing relevant activities for the children, then it is truly child-led? According to the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (2009), to be a genuinely child-led emergent curriculum, the experiences and opportunities have to be chosen by the children where they are deciding what they want to do and in their own time. What follows from the responsive practitioner is seen as supportive and enabling the child’s learning; it is where it comes from is what determines whether or not it is child-led (Nxumalo, Vintimilla and Nelson, 2018).
2.  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In considering whether children are more engaged in their learning if they are responsible for their learning environment, it has been necessary to look at how children learn through play, why they play in the way they do and the relevant theories that underpin the curriculums that are being implemented in the modern-day learning environment. It has also been relevant to consider the role of the practitioner and the impact they have on a child’s learning environment as when there is so much focus on following the child’s lead, the practitioner’s role comes into question.

Research by Clement (2018) and Colwell et al (2016) has found that when children are given the opportunities to choose their own resources and materials and they are provided with space, they are engaged in their play for longer periods of time and are more interested in what they are doing because they have taken the lead. They have chosen their activities with no limitations on what they could do with the resources. In both studies, children chose materials and resources that could be easily transported and manipulated; they did not choose specific plastic toys or resources created for a sole purpose. This shows that when children have the freedom to take the lead, they embrace it, they participate, and they interact with their peers and with their environment on a deeper level. Although this was child-led, there had to be some participation from the practitioner as they needed to provide the materials needed by the children and ensure the environment was physically safe. However, aside from the children being limited to only being able to ask for objects that they knew of; this did not seem to impact the children’s motivation to create their own space, nor did it impede on their engagement with their activities.

Through looking at different schemas and the way children play, it is clear that children will often engage in repetitive behaviour as part of their learning processes (Louis, Beswick and Featherstone, 2013). Through observing children’s behaviour, practitioners are able to recognise how they can provide further opportunities and experiences for the children depending on the way in which they play and engage with the resources and their environment Furthermore, it was also noted how the practitioner can support a child during their schematic play to ensure the child is having a positive experience and that they are developing their knowledge and understanding (Louis and For, 2013). The practitioner can ensure there are opportunities for the child to engage in their schematic play based on their interests. Through creating these rich learning experiences, children’s knowledge and understanding of the world develops and they are more engaged in what they are doing (Louis, 2013). Therefore, the role of practitioner is important when supporting children’s schematic play as they ensure the environment meets the child’s needs and they look for opportunities to engage and interact with children to further support their learning through schematic play. It was discussed whether the repetitive play could become monotonous for a child; in particular when considering the practitioner is providing further activities and experiences to encourage the same schematic behaviour. However, research has shown that repetitive behaviour supports a child’s brain development (Lynch, 2019) and furthermore, if a child were to lose interest; and no longer show signs of enjoyment in the activity, then they would likely move to something else that interests them; which again emphasises the importance of having an enabling environment that is well resourced (Hodgman, 2012).
It is clear that the significance of a child-led learning environment is not a new concept. Montessori (2014) acknowledged how the environment needs to be well resourced with natural materials and resources and it also needs to be planned and designed to ensure it promotes children’s independence so that it allows the children to take the lead in their own learning. Froebel (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2016) also acknowledged the role of the practitioner in ensuring the environment is well planned and prepared for children. Through ensuring it meets the interests of the child, they are able to be independent in their learning and not require any direction. However, this literature review considered how the environment is not as effective in allowing children to lead when it has been planned and prepared by the practitioners. Nicholson (1971) agreed that a well-resourced, natural environment with materials that can be easily manipulated and transported supports a child’s curiosity to explore and learn independently. Furthermore, Kolb (1984) also recognised that through purposeful resources and meaningful opportunities, children are more likely to engage in experiential learning. However it was also noted that the practitioner can then enhance this experience further by coming alongside the child and engaging in sustained shared thinking. This creates a rich learning environment where the child is leading their own learning and creating their own learning environment and as a result they engage more deeply in their experiences. Whilst Piaget (Mooney, 2002) observed that children’s learning is a process that should be self-directed and not adult led by the practitioner, Vygotsky (1978) believed that children learn through their social environment. Therefore, he acknowledged the importance of the practitioner in facilitating a child’s learning by directly giving children the knowledge and the tools that they need to understand their environment. However, the practitioner is still seen as a guide and a support rather than controlling the child’s learning; so that children have the freedom to explore and learn independently through interacting with their environment. Research by Enskar et al. (2020) and Christensen and Mikkelsen (2013) found that when children are given the opportunities to create their own learning environment, they are confident to participate regardless of their ages. However, as they grow older, their interests change, and they become more socially aware; wanting to share their learning environment with their peers and involve them in their learning processes. They prefer opportunities where they can explore their environment away from adults and have their own space. These studies emphasised that regardless of their age and ability, children are confident to lead their own play and learning when they have the opportunities to do so. Therefore, it is important that practitioners nurture this so that children learn safely and in a way that meets their needs and interests and therefore supports their development. 
In considering the curriculums that are implemented worldwide, it is the emergent curriculum that allows children the flexibility to follow their own interests and lead their learning whilst creating their learning environment. The practitioner also has a significant role in these learning environments as they ensure children have the opportunities to develop their understanding by providing resources and experiences that appeal to their interests and schematic behaviours as well as enabling opportunities to engage in sustained shared thinking. The new Curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) recognises the importance of an enabling environment to provide children with the opportunities that they need to engage deeper in their learning through their environment. Through implementing these changes as the curriculum is rolled out, practitioners acknowledge their role in ensuring the environment meets the needs of the children and how it can support them to engage deeper in their learning and allow them to create their own learning experiences. Recognising the importance therefore of the practitioner in supporting a child’s learning environment, and therefore their learning and development, it is imperative that they are highly qualified with the skills and knowledge needed to be able to support children (Nutbrown, 2012). According to The Nutbrown Report (2012), there were concerns that practitioners were not suitably qualified to work with children in early education and care and therefore it was recommended that they become equipped with the relevant skills so that they could support children effectively (Nutbrown, 2012, Fumoto et al., 2012). This is reflected in child-led curriculums such as The Curiosity Approach (Hellyn and Bennett, 2019) and the Te Whariki curriculum (Early Child Curriculum, New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2017) where staff are required to have the relevant qualifications as well as the appropriate skills and knowledge to ensure they are confident in providing high-quality care where children are able to lead their own play through creating their unique learning environment. These child-led curriculums have moved on from having meticulously planned environments as this had proved restrictive and limited a child’s ability to interact more attentively in their play. A natural environment that is resourced with genuine, authentic materials, stimulates a child’s curiosity and motivates a child to engage further in their play and learning as the possibilities are endless. They are not restricted by resources that have a sole purpose; instead, they have access to resources and materials where they can create whatever they want to. When a child is excited by their environment, they will want to engage and create their own space. They will be confident to take the lead in their own learning which will ensure they have the opportunities they need to reach their full potential.
Through these enriched, enabling environments, there are natural opportunities for practitioners to support children’s learning and development further by engaging in sustained shared thinking (Nutbrown, 2011). There is the possibility that practitioners could disrupt the sustained shared thinking process and it could become adult-led, however if practitioners have the knowledge that they need to be able to support children in their learning, and they have a genuine interest in a child’s learning, then they are able to ensure that the sustained shared thinking process remains a partnership between the practitioner and the child. In this process the child is confident to offer their thoughts and suggestions as well as explore any ideas that the practitioner may share. This creates a close, trusting relationship between the practitioner and the child which also supports a child’s learning as they feel valued and have a strong sense of belonging. This enables them to successfully lead their own learning as they are confident in their surroundings, as they know what to expect.
This literature review has shown that when children have the opportunities to lead their own learning and create their own learning experiences, they are motivated by the activities and experiences that are available to them. If the practitioner supports the child to lead their own learning, children are more likely to develop a deeper level of engagement in their activities and therefore they develop a deeper understanding in their learning and development. The practitioner is able to facilitate a child’s learning effectively by allowing the child-led emergent curriculum to develop. 
Further research into considering how a child who has experienced learning through a child-led curriculum would further widen the current knowledge on these issues. As these more recent child-led curriculums have been implemented, children who have experienced these curriculums in their early years would be able to provide an insight into the true impact that they have on their learning and development.
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