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Activity Plan
Activity: Block Play
	Number of Children: 6
	Age of children: 2-3 years

	Number of adults: 2
	Location: playgroup room

	Preparation time: 7 mins
	Activity time: 20 mins


	Resources: Assortment of different sized and types of blocks

	Aim(s) of activity: Building towers, looking at number, mathematical language, positional language, size, balance, turn taking and sharing.

	Links to outcomes: Johnson stated that children aged 2- 3 years are in their second stage of block play, they are now able to build, so they will make rows either through towers or along the floor. (Withers, no date) 
The Foundation Phase (2016, p27) explains that ‘children develop their skills, knowledge and understanding of mathematics through oral, practical and play activities. They enjoy using and applying mathematics in practical tasks.’

	Differentiation: Inclusive practice

	Health and safety: All blocks in activity to be age and stage appropriate
                                  Equipment to be in good condition

	Role of Adult(s): To observe and monitor activity, to engage with children when appropriate

	The Activity: Wooden blocks of different sizes were set out in the construction area, small towers were built with coloured and plain blocks, with a basket of extra blocks placed in the area. Children came to the area and began to engage with the resources. A staff member was sat with the blocks and began asking children to build towers. Children were asked to count the blocks they were using and what colours were in their towers. When there were five children building, another staff member came over to monitor the children. A total of 6 children took part in the activity.






Activity Plan Evaluation
As demonstrated in the above activity plan, the focus was on mathematical development. However, there are many flaws in this plan. In the plan the two staff members have different roles, the first practitioner was engaging with the children, but they were very limited in the questions they asked and what they instructed the children to do. It would have been more beneficial for the staff member to ask children more open-ended questions and not to restrict them in what they could build. The second staff member did not engage with the children at all. It would have been more valuable for the practitioner to have some engagement and to praise the children in what they were constructing.  The National Strategies (2009, p14) explains that it can be beneficial to avoid closed questioning, to engage by following children’s directions and to not enforce one’s own learning objectives or assessment agenda.
Bruner was a social constructionist; he believed that play is a vehicle for socialisation. This is supported through Bruner’s scaffolding theory that, ‘identifies the importance of providing students with enough support in the initial stages of learning a new subject.’ (Study.com, no date) ‘Bruner believed that for learning to take place, appropriate social interactional frameworks must be provided.’ (Foley. 2019) Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development highlights the difference a good teacher or practitioner can make to aid children’s learning. It is therefore important to know the child’s level of development and the level of guidance and support they will need when transitioning. (Wright. 2016).
From the plan it can been be assumed that this is an adult led activity.  Letting the children have more freedom or even to allow it to be a child led activity might have led to longer interaction. Pearson’s School and Colleges (no date, p9) ‘There are many advantages to child-initiated play. Children's emotional development is particularly supported because children are able to make their own choices.’ When children are allowed to make their own choices, they can problem solve for themselves, and they can also make mistakes and learn from these. Piaget’s constructivism theory ‘describes how children’s ways of doing and thinking evolve over time, and under which circumstance children are more likely to let go of—or hold onto— their currently held views. (Ackermann, no date)                                              
The activity occurred inside; it could have been more constructive to have it outside. Dancer (no date) explains that ‘As we develop maths outdoors, we need to reflect on the maths experiences we provide indoors and think of ways to extend them outdoors complementing and enhancing indoor provision and celebrating the unique qualities of the outdoor environment.’ Expanding the block building into den building or linking it to a book such as Stick Man or The Three Little Pigs, and adding animals to the blocks adds a whole new dimension of play, creating environments for animals to live in.  Kelly (2015) suggests the benefits of building bug hotels. They are a great project for children to be involved in and give an opportunity to discover more about their natural environment. Children seem to learn best through first-hand experiences.                                                                                             There are many benefits to playing outside ‘Given the number of gadgets and new technology available to us all, outdoor play is an extremely important factor in combatting an increasingly sedentary lifestyle.’’ (Early Years Resources, 2016) The Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (no date) states that learning outside of the classroom gives children opportunities that can only happen outside, for example having contact with the natural word, experiencing the seasons and different weather. It also allows children to develop their problem-solving skills, expands their creativity and offers opportunities to develop imagination and resourcefulness. 
The activity was carried out in English, with all interaction spoken by staff and children exclusively in the one language. It could have been more beneficial for some incidental Welsh to be spoken, such as counting and colours. Pacey (no date) states that ‘We often hear how giving children the opportunity to learn Welsh at an early age provides them with an appetite for learning as adults, and as we know this in turn provides them with an additional tool for their working life.’                                                                                                          A survey by the Office of National Statistics suggests 874,700 people are able to speak the language, up from 726,600 in 2008. The Welsh Government wants to get one million people speaking Welsh by 2050. (BBC, 2018) Learn Welsh explains (no date) to aid this they have set up Camau, which is scheme to learn Welsh made specifically for the Early Years Education and Childcare Workforce. This gives all practitioners the chance to become competent in Welsh and to give them confidence to speak it in front of the children they look after. Wales Online (2016) stated that ‘Research shows bilingual children are better at understanding people generally, not just through the language they speak.’  Rogers (2018) believes that ‘Bilingual children develop a strong sense of their cultural identity which can improve their mental health and establish a strong sense of self-worth.’
The positives in this plan are that the activity was gender neutral accessible to boys and girls. Arnerich (2018) stated that stereotypes can be harmful, they can enforce inequality into adulthood and may have detrimental effects on both girls and boys.                                 ‘What is important to remember is that both boys and girls can miss out on important experiences if their play is limited to only some of the opportunities available in their settings.’ (Nutbrown, no date)                                                                                                 The activity was all inclusive and accessible to all children in the setting, the blocks were on the floor so all children could reach, the equipment was age and stage appropriate, the blocks were big enough that they could not be swallowed, and light enough that the children could lift and move them with ease. The bigger blocks were heavier but still appropriate to the children’s age. The blocks used in the activity were from Community Playthings (no date) They state that ‘Each item is designed to support open-ended play, making sure a child’s imagination is never limited by what they play with. Our furniture is modular and adaptable, enabling the environment to be changed and developed.’
The staff ratio was correctly adhered to 1:4, when there were more than 4 children in that area another staff member joined the activity.  The NSPCC (no date) recommends that ‘2 - 3 years - one adult to four children’ This is also recommended in the Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (2017, p24) This again is demonstrated in the Care Inspectorate Wales Standards (2016, p40)











Resources
There is a wide range of resources in Early Years settings. Due to current theories, debates and legislation, much has changed in the last few years.
Current pedagogy trends favour natural wooden over plastic resources. Kimberley, 2016 states that natural wooden resources offer more open-ended play opportunities and can improve imaginative play, children can develop fine motor skills and express their thoughts and ideas. According to TTS, 2017 wooden resources allow children to be creative and express themselves freely through their play; they are not restricted by the pre-set limitations of objects or plastic representations of items. Using natural resources allows children to use their imaginations and can get the most out of their experiences. Tucker, 2010 maintains that this is supported by Piaget’s constructivist theory (cited in Lindon, 2001) which states that first-hand experience is a catalyst for cognitive development. Piaget’s theories have been influential on mathematical schemes and a general view on mathematical development. 
Furthering this trend is to have open ended resources and not toys. Often referred to as ‘loose parts’ these items can be imagined into anything; therefore, they are not restricted into what they can be.                                                                                                                             The concept originates from architect Simon Nicholson who wrote about the benefits of a loose parts environment to child development. He stated that “in any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and the possibility of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind of variables in it.” He identifies loose parts as “all the things that satisfy one's curiosity and give us the pleasure that results from discovery and invention.” (Pacey, 2019)
Another current debate is digital access to young children. There has been much discussion regarding the use of digital technologies in settings and schools, with different researches taking place. The problem, is as with everything that is provided for children, is not knowing what the effects that today’s experiences will have on them in the future. (First Discovers, 2016) However, the National Literacy Trust (2017) believes that technology can play a role in supporting early communication, language and literacy. It can offer new learning opportunities, through eBooks, apps, and even video calling.
We strongly advise that, just like a book, technology is used as a tool for learning and play, rather than as a replacement for adult interaction. Technology is increasingly central to how we live, work and interact with each other. It's also changing the ways that we communicate with people. At the same time, research is emerging to indicate that when children are using technology, they experience less supportive face to face interactions with real people, which we know are essential for good language development. However, used in the right way technology can develop children’s communication skills and support communication for children with speech, language and communication needs. (Gilmartin, 2019)
Early years resources must reflect the diversity of the children who use them. It is unbeneficial to have, for example, only white baby dolls in a multicultural setting. Lindon (no date) states the importance of children being able to recognise themselves and their families reflected in childcare settings, through resources, books and images.                                   The importance of this has made it to the Foundation Phase, the curriculum for 3-5-year olds in Wales. The Foundation Phase (2015, p3) curriculum promotes equality of opportunity and values and celebrates diversity. (Report, 2018, p16)                                                                  This is also represented in England through the Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (2006, p. 6) Some early years settings, particularly those in areas that lack diverse cultures, but with good intentions, have a tokenistic idea of cultural diversity. This often manifests as only planning for cultural input through specific activities related to a religious or cultural festival. (Fisk, 2019)                                                                    Resources should also be gender neutral, with an absolute lack of pink and blue. It is necessary for practitioners to be good role models in all types of diversity, not to bring any prejudices, expectations or bias from their own experience into the workplace.
As well as reflecting diversity, it is good practice for resources to be inclusive so all children can access them.                                                                                                                          Effective inclusive practice provides all children with access to opportunities and support during the earliest and most influential years of their learning and growing. (Early Years Alliance, no date) For example, tables and sand trays need to be made lower and higher for children in wheelchairs, using frames or cannot walk. Setting rooms need to have space so all children can navigate their way around. Early Years Settings must have a quiet place, especially for children with autism, when constant sound, light and smells can become overwhelming.                                                                                                                         The setting needs to be calm and focused, allowing opportunities for relaxation and a relief of tension. (Children’s Services Cumbria, 2014, p8)

Monitoring and Planning for Mathematical Development
Although there are many ways in which an adult can monitor and plan for children’s mathematical development, this section will focus on just a few of these points. 
The first is staff attitudes and previous experiences with maths and how this can have a detrimental effect on children and their learning. An All-Party Parliamentary Group for Maths and Numeracy (2013) stated that ‘the quality of maths learning varies substantially in early years settings and this often depends on the qualifications and attitudes of the practitioners. Many working with under-5s are mathematically under-qualified and under confident. Many also have a negative outlook on maths as a result of their own school experiences.’ The staffing in Early Years as with most education is predominantly female. According to BBC news (2018) ‘Of 400,000 early years educators, 98% are female.’  Women seem to have a more negative view towards maths. This is discussed in The Role of Parents and Teachers in the Development of Gender-Related Math Attitudes (2011) stating that ‘teachers’ gender stereotypes about their students’ math ability can lead students to endorse math-gender stereotypes themselves.’ A negative attitude from one woman can lead to many girls feeling the same. A Study conducted by the United Nations’ Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2012, p12) was the largest comparison of educational performance in different school systems throughout the UK. The study confirmed that Wales’ performance as the lowest in the UK.  The study has been conducted three times, in each Wales’ outcomes have lowered. In an Estyn report (2009, p8) it is suggested that staff need more training and need to deepen their understanding in mathematics in order to best aid their children. The report also noted that ‘girls feel less motivated to learn maths and have less confidence in their abilities than boys’ (PISA 2012, cited in the Guardian, 2013) In England, who came second in the report after Scotland, uses the EYFS. According to the Department for Education (2017 p11) [Practitioners] Confidence in understanding the numeracy requirements in the EYFS and how to impart them to young learners.                                    This highlights the importance of role modelling and how children can only thrive in mathematical development when it comes from adults who are competent and have self-belief in their own skills and knowledge.
The above could also be linked into parent partnership and the importance of. As has been seen practitioners often doubt their own skills. However, they have access to training which will give the ability to develop and enhance knowledge. Parents often have had negative experiences with mathematics and can pass this directly onto their children. A child can start school age four and be completely avoidant towards any maths learning.  According to a Welsh Government Poll ‘Around three in 10 parents admit making negative comments about maths in front of their children’ (BBC Wales News, 2014)                                          Education Minister Huw Lewis said: ‘It's fair to say that maths is suffering from an image problem, and as today's poll demonstrates, there is still work to do to change the view in some quarters which is that maths isn't really important and that it doesn't really matter what we say to children about it.’ (Cited BBC Wales News, 2014)                                                      Maths for the Terrified (2008) shows a school that is promoting partnership with parents and families by inviting families in with their children to aid in alleviating the fear of maths. This gives families the skills to leave the negative associations of maths behind them and see the subject more positively.
Child led is a term gaining in popularity and is very much encouraged in latest frameworks and legislation. In the Foundation Phase Framework (2015, p28) under the mathematical development section it states that children need child-initiated activities to develop their skills, knowledge and understanding.                                                                                         The Early Years Foundation Stage in England echoes the same emphasis on child led stating that ‘Each area of learning and development must be implemented through planned, purposeful play and through a mix of adult-led and child-initiated activity’ (2012, citied in The Key for School Leaders, 2017) Child led is often referred to as child initiated, this can be in activities and play. It can often be linked to holistic play as it holds no boundaries or pre-set rules for children.  Fisher (2018) explains that ‘Because of its very unpredictability, practitioners must be particularly sensitive and responsive to what support – if any – the child or children need in order to achieve their objectives’
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