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Part 1 


There are a multitude of play- based curricula, however for the purpose of this portfolio the Foundation Phase will be discussed with particular focus on staff and funding. 

The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum for all 3- to 7-year-olds in Wales and was introduced in 2010. It was designed in order to depart from the more formal, competency-based approach associated with the previous National Curriculum and take on a more experiential, developmental, play-based approach to teaching and learning. This approach was introduced after witnessing good practice from early years programmes in Scandinavia, Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki. Amongst these curriculums it is believed that an overly formal curriculum and extensive formal teaching during a child’s early years can result in lower standards of attainment in the longer term. Moreover, the Reggio Emilia approach emphasises the centrality of the child and the significance of children’s wellbeing and advocates for a balance of child-initiated and practitioner-directed play-based activities within a stimulating environment (Wainwright, et al. 2016). Similarly, The Welsh Government (2019) states children make sense of the world around them through play. Play is the primary principle that underpins the Foundation Phase. Extensive research proves that play is a fundamental and essential part of children’s development. Learning through play is suggested to be a powerful tool, which allows children to flourish and develop across all areas of learning, improving their language and communication skills, as well as allowing children to use their own initiative, take risks, build their confidence and encourage independence (Hollis Montessori School, 2018; The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2015).

Following on from this, the Foundation Phase is described to be a play-based curriculum covered by 6 Areas of Learning that replaced subjects during the implementation of the Foundation Phase from 2008. These areas of learning aim to encourage children to be creative, stimulate imagination while having fun, in order to make learning more effective (Statistics for Wales, 2018). The introduction of the Foundation Phase was said to be welcomed by an overwhelming majority, as 54 per cent of headteachers and 59 per cent of practitioners all felt excitement and relief to the change in curriculum (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). However, within the Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) it was discovered that despite the initial excitement, 34 per cent of practitioners believed that good elements of the previous curriculum such as more traditional subjects had be lost due to the introduction of a more play- based curriculum as well as the new Areas of Learning. 

The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) again suggests that at the heart of the curriculum is play. As thorough play children are able to practice and consolidate their learning, this is in line with the UNCRC, as they recognise that every child has the right to play, stating within article 31 that play is a fundamental right that is vital to a child’s health and happiness (Children and Young Peoples Commissioner Scotland, 2021). However, the Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) revealed that although the Foundation Phase aimed to be play based and child centred, a majority of 78 per cent of activities within the classroom were adult initiated and child choice learning was observed the least amount. Moreover, practitioners reintroduced more formal, desk-based literacy and numeracy sessions to ensure the children are able to perform well in the year 2 tests. When this direct teaching was observed there was a significant lower level of overall child wellbeing and engagement in comparison to when children were involved in play activities. The evaluation exposed that during discussions with practitioners, some felt afraid to let go of the traditional curriculum as they feared this would result in a dip in standards and have negative repercussions for them and the school image. The Foundation Phase documentation outlines for play to be well planned, with a clear differentiation between free play and structured play that has a purpose with clear, set aims for children’s learning. And without this differentiation, practitioners would face challenges when implementing the foundation Phase and achieving relevant outcomes (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Similarly, Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) research suggests that the Foundation Phase is not fully play based as children’s time is split between doing school work and play. They go on to say that even the play they engage with is not decided on by the child, as it is part of a continuum, planned by the practitioners and related to the topics dealt with in the curriculum. Children therefore do not have extended freedom to make choices and be in control of their own learning (Johansson, 2004). This differs greatly from other approaches such as that of Reggio Emilia, Te Whariki and Swedish schools. Firstly, The Reggio Emilia is described as an educational pedagogy that focuses on being a self-guided, child centred curriculum, that incorporates self-directed, experiential learning within a play-based environment. To discuss this further, within a Reggio Emilia classroom there is little to no dictation by a teacher on what the child should learn, they only guide research and offer help when asked, as learning is flexible and led by the child and their individual interests. The work is done through a project that is entirely child focused therefore, the children are developing their knowledge through learning that is fun (Biermeier, 2015). This is reinforced by Bruce (2012) as she suggested that children should be able to make more choices about their own learning, especially through play as play is a beneficial developmental aspect to learning. Secondly, Te Whariki (2017) has embedded learning through play within their curriculum. Play is a fundamental aspect of their approach and the overall foundation to their pedagogy. They have adapted a child centred approach ensuring the children are engaged in learning and play activities. Te Whariki’s vision is for all children is for them to become lifelong learners who are competent, confident, connected members of society. The curriculum believes that, through play all of the core values and key competencies can be achieved as children are encouraged to build a healthy mind, body and soul, secure in their sense of belonging and respectful of cultural values and diversity. The teacher’s role within Te Whariki is to provide an enabling environment to support children in play-based learning, where they are able to discuss, embed and extend learning with the children in their care (The New Zealand Curriculum Online, 2019). This is supported by Froebel (1782-1852, cited by Bonnay, 2017) as he believed that children learn best through play and that adults should follow the natural interests of the child. Through his studies, Froebel discovered that children’s development should be enhanced through exploration of individual interests and play based activities. Lastly, the Swedish curriculum ensures that play and learning are intertwined in a joyful environment where children feel as though they belong. This environment is steered by the child’s interests where they are encouraged to become independent learners, taking control of their own learning experiences and opportunities (Johnson, Christie and Yawkey, 2005). Consequently, these approaches seem to differ greatly from the Foundation Phase, that relies on a structured curriculum and topics with pre-determined outcomes that dictate the children’s academic content and prevents them from enabling their own learning experiences (Samuelsson and Carlsson, 2008). 
Within the Foundation Phase and schools in Wales, children are placed into classes and grouped based on their age and stage of development. The Foundation Phase play-based curricula is based on children that are aged between three and seven years old and when they reach the end of Foundation Phase they are expected to partake in a more formal way of learning, directed by a teacher. At the centre of the Foundation Phase is a holistic framework that promotes quality and gives equal opportunities to every child, this links with the, Every Child Matters Framework (2003) where it outlines that every child should enjoy and achieve through learning. According to the Welsh Government (2015) the Foundation Phase encompasses the developmental needs of all children and through play children are able to consolidate their learning. However, Brooker, et al. (2010) discovered that practitioners stated that they found it difficult to plan for individual children and that they were pleased that within the Foundation Phase areas of learning, it allowed them to plan activities for the room rather than for the individual child. The activities were therefore planned for the age of the child rather than the stage of their development. Consequently, this could have negative implications, as although the children are of the same age they may be at different stages of development, therefore needing a differentiation of activities, in order to stimulate and enhance their overall learning experiences. This is reinforced by Connell (2020) and Thompson (2015) as they state that children should be in classes based on intellectual ability rather than age, as age offers no definitive evidence of a child’s development and instead is just an administrative convenience. Similarly, within Montessori Schools children are places in classes with varying ages, this puts less pressure on children to keep up with their peers as they have the freedom to learn and grow at their own pace. Montessori philosophy follows the child which results in an individualised education where practitioners have goals and lesson plans tailored to each child’s unique learning style, children are encouraged to become independent learners as Montessori believed that children learn best when they choose what to learn. Children are therefore able to make creative choices about their play, collaboratively or independently (Montessori Northwest, 2017; Meinke, 2019). Following on from this, Welsh Government (2015) does suggest that children develop rapidly during their early years, however they also recognise that progress and development is not always consistent and children sometimes regress. Therefore, a curriculum should be appropriate to each child’s stage of learning rather than solely focusing on their age and achieving age related outcomes. Similar to Montessori classrooms, the Foundation Phase Framework states that children should be developmentally ready to move on to the next stage of learning rather than having to move on because of their age. Brooker, et al. (2010) research discovered that the presence of developmental descriptors, including ages and stages within the curriculum is widely disliked by practitioners as they believe that focuses on the negative aspect of learning such as delays in development, rather than concentrating on what the child can do, how they are progressing and how they express their understanding through play-based experiences. There are a number of factors that impede the Foundation Phase being able to deliver a curriculum that is bespoke to each child. These elements include staff training and expertise as well as ratios and funding constraints within schools. The Independent Stocktake (2014) discovered that fundamental changes such as funding, sufficient staffing and training needed to happen for the implementation of the Foundation Phase to be successful. Many of the recommendations from the Stocktake targeted training for staff.  This reflects the view that as a result of enhancing the quality of teaching, children’s academic achievements will also improve (Hopkins, 2013). The Stocktake suggests that certain areas of practice need to be strengthened and there is a need for Foundation Phase practitioners to further develop sufficient knowledge and experience in order to understand the principles and practices that underpin the Foundation Phase. Teaching Assistants also need to engage in continued professional development, training and support that is fit for purpose, to become well- qualified staff. Similarly, Brooker, et al. (2010) highlights a number of challenges within the Foundation Phase, ranging from a lack of time and resources, to inadequate training of staff. During Brooker’s research it was discovered that practitioners reported the quality and quantity of training offered to them was insufficient and they admitted to gaps in their knowledge as a result of the lack of training, which therefore had a direct impact on the children, as they were unable to deliver the quality of teaching and learning experiences that the children required. Furthermore, practitioners revealed their local authorities training was uneven with some receiving no training at all and others being offered extensive training. However, the overriding consensus was that training seemed to be unsatisfactory leaving practitioners feeling disheartened. However, it is important to consider the limitations of this data collection, it was carried out on a group basis and qualitative data has disadvantages as the generalised results are hard to analyse and lack objectivity as they could be affected by the researchers view or the view of other practitioners. In contrast, within Reggio Emilia schools, staff development and training is a vital and daily aspect of practitioners work. It is done in order to strengthen the quality of interaction given to children. Staff development is seen as a right of every teacher within the setting as is of the upmost importance (Katz, et al. 1994). Following on from this, within The Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) practitioners also suggested obstacles to providing an individualised play-based curriculum were funding and staff ratios. 60 per cent of practitioners stated that funding is the main difficulty in terms of implementing the Foundation Phase. This has a direct link with staff ratios as only 43% of schools meet the recommended 1:8 ratio, this is because Nine out of every ten   head teachers expressed that they have experienced obstacles and have inadequate funding to meet the ratio requirements. This therefore means that the children in these settings have less adults to facilitate positive and beneficial learning experiences for them.  The lack of adult support is seen as a significant constraint to the execution of a high quality, play-based Foundation Phase. Brooker, et al. (2010) revealed that higher child: adult ratios provide a more personalised learning experience for each child. For example, with smaller groups, practitioners are able to support children by enhancing their knowledge of particular topics. Furthermore, additional practitioners were seen a vital resource for the successful implementation of the Foundation Phase as they were able to provide continuous, enhanced and focussed activities. However, within The Independent Stocktake (2014) recommendations have been made to suggest that funding should continue to be provided to ensure all settings can improve their Foundation Phase learning environments, whether that be extra funds towards more staff, resources or restructuring their classroom spaces. 
Moreover, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) seeks to allow for a broadening of learning. Children were approached for their views of the proposed new curriculum. Having fun and learning through play was very important to the children, they suggested that lessons could be improved by making them more enjoyable, interactive and engaging. They also stated that learners having a stronger voice and more flexibility within the curriculum content would also improve their learning experiences. There was a clear theme amongst the response, that being that the majority of children would like to be more engaged in shaping their own curriculum, as they are the ones who are affected by it. However, some concerns were raised, that practitioners and adults were the experts and that such a responsibility should be left to them (Welsh Assembly Government, 2019). To discuss this further, Donaldson (2015) discovered an overreaching need for curriculum reform within wales as the current curriculum became too overcrowded, too prescriptive and struggled to guarantee quality learning experiences for all children in the future. The curriculum was also seen to be limiting flexibility and possibilities for practitioners to adjust teaching to meet the needs of the children, therefore, the Welsh curriculum requires significant changes to help learners thrive. The new curriculum intends to provide children with a broad and balanced, high quality education that is set to transform teaching and learning within Wales, and to resonate with a national vision of education that complies with other countries, such as Finland and New Zealand who have redesigned their curriculums, in order to embed skills within children for them to be able to fulfil their full potential, across all areas of their lives, that being academically, personally and for future professionalism. 
This way of teaching and learning links directly with the OECD’s Future of Education and Skills 2030 project, that’s visions are based on the future in proving children with an holistic education that integrates knowledge, skills and experience in order to build capable individuals who became positive members of society (OECD, 2019).


Finally, the new curriculum proposes that schools and practitioners will become curriculum designers with the freedom to develop their own personalised approach to teaching the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2019; OECD, 2021). 






























Part 2 


There are multiple methods of assessment within curricula. For the purpose of this portfolio, The Foundation Phase Profile and end of Foundation Phase Assessment will be discussed, with focus on comparing this to other play-based approaches including that of Reggio Emilia, Te Whariki and Scandinavian schools. 

According to Edutopia (2008) assessment is described as an integral part of early years education as it determines whether or not individual needs, if goals are being met and shows each child’s level of understanding which will influence targets set and grouping within the classroom.  Similarly, the Department of Education (2018) states that assessment allows teachers to monitor the progress a child is making across the curriculum which will then influence the planning of next steps in order to help the child progress. Furthermore, assessment enables teachers to feedback results, progress, aims and achievements to parents where they in turn work in partnership to set targets for the future and to measure the child’s performance. Assessment also links to teacher self-evaluation where they are able to assess what has worked well for the children, modify any areas for improvement and gives direction of where to go next with the children’s learning experiences (Koralek, 2004).  However, Wiggins (2006) states that widespread assessment is carried out as an audit directly linked to having data to present to outside agencies rather than being designed to improve and educate children’s performance. Wiggins also writes that criticisms of assessment which are that they are too intense, time consuming, too expensive and not authentic to the individual child because of pressures. Therefore, Wiggins goes on to say that assessment must be implemented properly for it to have a positive impact on education, as he fears it is used to ‘sort students’ and to criticize their educational abilities (Lockwood and McLean, 2000). Following on from this, Hattie (2015) reports that schools do not need any more data as they are overrun with it, instead there is evidence to suggest that assessments should be used to provide interpretative information to teachers about their impact on the children in their care to ensure educators have the best information possible about what next steps to take that will have the most beneficial impact on the children. Assessment therefore is not just about discovering progress and attainment, but the timely, informative and relatable information gathered from assessments is used to inform and feedback to teachers about their impact on children in order for them to maximise the effect both themselves and the curriculum they teach will have. This is reinforced by the New Zealand school assessment system as they developed reports rather than tests which once the criteria within the child’s report were met only then they would move on to assessment. It was then discovered that the reports, rather than the tests were what matter to the teachers and school leaders, as they were interested more in establishing information to help them know their impact on the children rather than an assessment statistic (Shulruf, Hattie and Tumen, 2010). The assessment process within New Zealand builds on a high degree of trust in children, teachers and school leaders; where the assessment process is designed to improve learning, grounded by teacher professionalism and supported by professional development as well as being based on a range of sophisticated tools that aim to help children understand their own learning and what they can do to progress (The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2012; Nusche, et al. 2011).

The Foundation Phase Profile aims to support the assessment of children's learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase, with the overall purpose of the profile being to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment that aligns with end of Foundation Phase Outcomes (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2015). According to Early Years Wales, (2020) a key part of the Welsh Government’s assessment frameworks supports the assessment of children’s learning that aims to provide a developmentally appropriate and holistic curriculum for all children. This is to be done through continuous observations and formative assessments that underpins the Early Years Developmental Assessment Framework and the Foundation Phase Profile. According to Chappuis and Chappuis, (2008) and OECD (2005) formative assessment enhances and improves children’s own learning skills by giving them feedback and involving them in the teaching and learning process, where they are then able to identify their own strengths and weaknesses and target areas that to work on. Observation also supports a child’s development and learning and influences planning as teachers are able to gain an understand of and consider the interests, development and learning of each child (Cambridge University, 2021). This is reinforced by Dewey (1859-1952 cited by Steven Bonnay, 2017), as he states that the child’s interests and curiosity to learn should be the main focus of and promoted by the practitioners, therefore it is the role of the practitioner to find out the child’s likes and dislikes in order to be able to assess them fairly. Furthermore, Dewey suggested that learning opportunities and areas to develop should be formed from the child’s interests and the individual stage each child is at should be the main focus rather than setting targets or next steps. Similarly, this is also evident in both
theories of Piaget (1936) and Vygotsky (1924) as they believed that every child is unique and has their own learning style. These theories have influenced the Foundation Phase, in understanding that children are active in their own learning and they need opportunities to play and discover, also children learn best when they are actively exploring a stimulating and challenging environment (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2016).
According to the Welsh Government (2019), on entry to the Foundation Phase, children are expected to undertake a statutory baseline assessment across all areas of learning during the first six weeks of their school life. Practitioners are required to assess children using the Compact Profile, which is observational, rather than a test. This produces a snapshot of a child's ability which helps practitioners to understand each child’s preferred learning styles and interests as well as their developmental stages, practitioners can then use this information to produce outcomes for every child, across each area of learning within the Foundation Phase Profile. The full profile will later be assessed at the end of Year 2. Within the Foundation Phase Profile, children’s progress is tracked therefore it can be used in a nursery setting from the age 3 which will give a clear picture of each child’s learning abilities (The Foundation Phase Handbook, 2015). However, Morris (2017) argues that there are many negative effects of assessing very young children. Those being that assessments may be unreliable as they may not be a true reflection of what a child knows or is capable of and young children may not understand the instructions given during an assessment. Assessment’s place unnecessary stress and pressure on children as well as taking time away from learning, where the practitioners could be gaining a more accurate picture of the children’s strengths and weaknesses through interaction and observation, rather than assessment. 
Testing and assessment methods for children differ vastly across Europe. According to Noonoo (2015) Finland has almost no national tests whatsoever. This is because they don’t feel a need for testing as they concentrate more on giving the children enriched learning opportunities rather than assessing them on what they can do under test circumstances. Furthermore, Finnish schools aren’t ranked or compared in terms of test results, as a result, the lack of formal testing and assessment, puts less stress on the system, on educators and on the children. Moreover, Brady (2018) research states that within the Swedish curriculum it is not the child themselves that is evaluated and assessed, but the processes of learning. As within Swedish education, they believe that the journey towards an end goal is what is important rather than the outcome or result from an assessment. This way of learning contributes to a highly enjoyable learning environment where children are continuously learning through play and by having fun, as they view the child as priority over assessment and outcomes. Whereas, it can be said that in the UK, schools work towards tests and achieving good data results for the school rather than focusing on the individual child. Additionally, the foundation phase is said to be quite contradicting as The Foundation Phase Handbook (2015) outlines the curriculum to play based, where the children learn through experiences surrounding continuous, enriched play-based activities. Then, when the children reach year 2, they are expected to take a national numeracy and reading test and Pells (2017) argues that the tests are an unnecessary burden with high amounts of pressure being put on children that they are not prepared for (Taylor, Heather and Wright, 2014).  Similarly, within Donaldson (2015) review, some said that the tests were a relevant and useful component and complimented the foundation phase. However, the OECD report (2017) discovered that Wales is the only country that conducts national tests of this nature and teachers of younger children expressed their views that the national testing had limited usefulness and did not have any purpose or influence on their teaching and learning, they only generated high levels of anxiety and placed unnecessary pressures on children. 
The Welsh Assembly Government (2011) lists the many benefits of the child development assessment profile, believing that the assessment would provide practitioners with a description and insight to the whole child across all areas of learning.  Of which the practitioners would be able to build an enriched curriculum around the child’s individual capabilities as well as forming a relationship with the children to be able to encourage and enhance their overall learning experiences and the principle of an on-entry assessment tool is generally welcome. However, during The Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) practitioners suggested that the child development assessment profile was too time-consuming and involved too much paperwork, practitioners also listed their frustrations at the general lack of guidance on assessment as a multitude of assessment methods are being used to track progress. Despite these concerns, during the evaluation, it was discovered that 11 per cent of schools were still fully using the child assessment profile and 36 per cent were using some elements of it.
Following on from this, within the Donaldson (2015) review it was established that although assessment does play a vital role in children’s learning opportunities, there are also some weaknesses within the current assessment framework and that assessment approaches within the current foundation phase are not well understood or embedded. The Ofstead annual report (2013) indicates the most common recommendation is to improve teacher assessment, with nearly 40 per cent of schools receiving this as a significant point for improvement. Similarly, the Welsh Assembly Government  Consultation on proposals for revised curriculum and assessment arrangements for Wales report (2014) strongly suggested that assessment arrangements were confusing and no longer fit for purpose. 

Parental influences play a significant role within their child’s early education and therefore they should be involved in the assessment process and be given feedback. Within Scandinavian schools, parents receive a holistic progress report about their child’s development, whereas within the UK it could be said that some parents see the educational system as a competitive race as they don’t want their child to fail due to their own standards. Furthermore, parents of Scandinavian children argue that children should not be academically tested at four years old, as it puts too much pressure on them at such an early age (Bohjort, 2019). Whereas Waldron, Rhys and Taylor (2014) expressed that more than 80% of parents said they strongly supported the aspects of implementing assessment within their child’s early education. Parents of UK children believe that introducing testing at an early age is vital element of preparing children for the pressures of the future (The Foundation Phase Evaluation, 2015). 

One should not forget that Bohjort (2019) stated that within Scandinavian schools, the main focus of their school life is on play as 8 out of 10 children who attend an early year’s pre-school setting will be educated in a way that focuses on play above anything else. Scandinavian children are not graded throughout their early school years in comparison to the baseline assessments undertaken within the foundation phase. This is because Scandinavian educators believe that children should be eased into the education system, allowing them firstly, to become creative, curious and independent learners, enjoying the basics before their academic achievements are measured. However, the OECD (2011) explains that there are significant challenges within Scandinavian assessment, for example there is no set national framework for evaluation or assessment which can in turn have negative implications as there is no guidance to follow. There are inequities within teacher grading, training for assessment competencies is limited and the integration of formative assessment could be developed further within day-to-day practice. Additionally, some elements of assessment are not articulated sufficiently and lacks external credibility, suggesting that there is room to strengthen knowledge and understanding of management and improve links to classroom practice and assessment. 
According to Early Years Wales (2020) the Foundation Phase Profile has been designed for the inclusion of all children and to work simultaneously with assessments undertaken by health professionals and the information gathered by the Profile will be useful in supporting those children with additional learning needs as practitioners will be able to identify any possible developmental delays resulting in the insurance that the correct support is given to children who need it. However, the Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) revealed that children with additional learning needs, such as, autism spectrum disorders and emotional and behavioural difficulties often felt overwhelmed by a lack of structure in the curriculum, which in turn had a negative effect on their baseline assessments, integration with peers and relationship with practitioners. Furthermore, The Foundation Phase Handbook (2015) also suggests that the Profile will not have sufficient detail to be able to fully assess children with additional learning needs and practitioners will have to seek support from other professionals in order to be able to assess those children. Following on from this, in contrast it is appropriate to consider the Reggio Emilia approach and the benefits it has on all children. Crockett (2016) discovered that the Reggio Emilia philosophy emphasises and values that every unique, individual child should be at the centre of and lead their own learning. The philosophy describes how settings allow children to choose a project they are interested that will form the base of their learning for as long as the child wants. This gives them the freedom to express and explore their own thoughts and emotions without question through multiple different ways. Assessment is not carried out in a formal way; practitioners focus on telling the story and the process of the learning rather than focusing on outcomes and what stage each child is at developmentally. Instead, they focus on the child as a competent learner where each child is encouraged to create their own learning opportunities, following their own personal interests and expressing this in their own unique way (Gardner and Jones, 2016). The Reggio approach allows children to encounter a range of experiences and activities as the philosophy acknowledges that each child will have many different ways of playing, exploring, thinking, doing and speaking (The Scots College, 2017).
In conclusion it can be said that assessment does play an integral an influential role within the Foundation Phase and amongst other curricula. This assessment, however, is under review as it does not necessarily have to take the form of a set and standardised test. As each child is unique and different and should therefore be given the opportunities to be assessed in a way that would benefit them, recognising their individual capabilities. This could be undertaken by a practitioner who would have a relationship with the child and would be able to reach an outcome that is fair, using an assessment type that compliments the child. This could be done through continuous observation, discussions or learning journals. 



















Part 3 
Taking learning outdoors

Why the outdoor environment and outdoor play is important to Childhood Development, considering the learning opportunities and benefits the outdoors has to offer?                                                                                                                                                                                
Ihmeideh and Al-Qaryouti (2015) state the outdoors is a valuable need and right for children, as there is a variety of research that explores the many benefits of the outdoor environment. Similarly, Dodge, Colker and Heroman (2010) and Milteer and Ginsburg (2012) each suggest that a fundamental aspect of all early childhood settings is the outdoors. The outdoors has the potential to promote children’s well-being and have a positive impact on their overall learning experiences, as it supports and provides children with vital learning and developmental opportunities (Children and Nature Network, 2012; Wells, 2000). 

The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) advocates that the outdoor environment, plays a vital role to encourage and enhance children’s experiential learning. Expanding on this, the Handbook suggests that being outdoors proves to be the ideal environment to enable experiential learning as it offers unique opportunities for children to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and to take risks. The outdoors provides a learning environment full of stimuli, that allows children to be active learners, as they are able to engage in contact with the natural world, weather, sounds, smells and textures which can enrich and enhance a child’s learning environment. Therefore, capturing and utilizing the many benefits the outdoors has to offer is an important aspect of children’s learning and play. Furthermore, within Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984) he proposed that children develop knowledge and understanding through experiential learning. For example, experiences such as those provided by an outdoor environment are critical for the creation of knowledge as the learning has occurred through discovery and participation with the outdoors. Similarly, Piaget (1936) notes that children develop through direct hands-on interactions with the environment (Kurt, 2020). This approach is reinforced by both Montessori and Pestalozzi as they both pioneered for children to have interactions with different environments, including the outdoors.
They too believed that the outdoors offers extensive opportunities for hands on, real life experiences that will shape their minds. (Martin, 2017).  Additionally, Watson (cited by McLeod, 2017) states within his behaviourism theory that the biggest factor that shapes behaviours is the environment, as they are able to learn through interaction, particularly when outdoors. According to, Tucker (2014) the outdoors plays a crucial role in the child’s ability to develop as a self -regulated learner. This is because there are endless opportunities provided by the outdoor environment to develop self -esteem, creativity, social skills, independent and collaborative learning, risk taking, as well as having a positive impact on a child’s psychological and physical wellbeing (Greenman, 2007).    
An equally important aspect is a study undertaken by Taylor, Kuo and Sullivan (2001) that suggests, playing outdoors and being able to connect with nature has particular positive benefits for children with additional learning needs. The study involved children with attention deficit disorder and showed that when these children spent time outdoors amongst nature, they displayed less severe attention deficit symptoms. This is reinforced by Cooper (2015) and Centres for Disease Control (2014) as statistics show that approximately 11% of children have been diagnosed with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, with the rates of diagnosis increasing 5% every year. However, allowing these children to spend time outdoors reduces the severity of ADHD symptoms because natural outdoor areas have a wide range of both physical and mental health benefits for children (Kuo & Taylor 2004; Donohoe and Gaynor 2007). 

The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) writes that the outdoors enhances all aspects of children’s learning, from social and physical to creativity, cultural and personal development. The handbook outlines that outdoor learning is not merely taking indoor activities and doing them outside, or an extra activity, it is an attitude and mindset that the Foundation Phase and the outdoors are inseparable and work hand in hand. However, The Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) reports that only 34% of practitioners reported using the outdoor environment every day and that outdoor learning opportunities are often dependent on the weather. Following on from this, within the Welsh Government’s ‘Further Steps Outdoors Guidance’ (2014) states that there should be continuous opportunities for children to explore the outdoors and to follow their own interests every day, whatever the weather. Despite this, The Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) recommends that, more emphasis should be placed on effective use of the outdoors and specific attention needs to focus on, encouraging greater use of outdoor learning environments. In addition to this, Louis (2018) notes that outdoor play is an important part of childhood. For example, simple activities such as seeing leaves change with seasons, running and jumping in rain puddles, watching the flowers sprout during the spring, or the snow fall can all enrich and enhance a child’s learning experiences and overall knowledge and understanding as they are given opportunities to become curious individuals, exploring their surroundings. Similarly, Bento and Dias (2017) explains that the outdoor environment is open and constantly changing space that offers unique stimuli that capturing children's attention and interest. The outdoors, therefore, provides unique opportunities that cannot be offered inside the classroom. 
MacQuarrie (2018) writes that the importance placed on outdoor learning seems greater than ever as in the UK, teachers are increasingly being encouraged to plan, support and undertake learning within an outdoor environment. Similarly, Dolan (2016) suggests that outdoor learning provides children with an opportunity to experience the real world through interactions with each other and the planet. Outdoor provision has been influenced by Steiner, Froebel and Montessori who each pioneered and wrote of the extensive benefits the outdoors offers to children. The central element to Froebel’s philosophy was that learning and outdoor play was a central element for all early year’s settings. Steiner education encompasses the use of the outdoors for both informal play as well as formal, curriculum-based learning and Montessori developed ideas about outdoor sensory play, including the importance of incorporating natural materials for teaching children (Bruce, 2012). In line with this, according to Yıldırım and Akamca (2017) in order to structure a child’s knowledge and understanding, learning ought to be supported by both in class activities and outdoor activities which stimulate all the senses. Their research was designed to gain an insight into the outdoor environment and whether outdoor activities have an impact on children, and what sort of impact that would be. The research included children with low skill levels, living in disadvantaged areas, where gaining an education was not possible. They were offered ten-week education involving outdoor activities. The results showed improved cognitive, social-emotional, linguistic and motor skills of all children after taking part in outdoor activities. Consequently, it can be said that exposure to an education that includes the outdoors gives children a better perspective and understanding of the world around them (Öztürk, 2009; Rivkin, 1990). As research shows that direct, ongoing interaction with nature is of great importance and remains a vital source for children’s growth including; physical, emotional, and intellectual development (Kellert, 2005:81). Likewise, according to Lund (2018) the outdoor environment offers extensive opportunities to enhance children’s development. Research shows links between improved cognitive, social and emotional development as well as positive behavioural skills with those children who have access to the outdoors. After gaining these skills children are then more likely to become, independent learners who want to explore their environments with confidence. Furthermore, the outdoor environment provides opportunities for social interaction that can help improve communication, cooperation and organizational skills as children work together with their peers (McCarthy, 2018).

According to The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) Wales leads the UK in the development of learning outdoors, expressing that outdoor learning is such a vital element for children’s holistic development. This is reinforced by Bilton and Walters (2016) as their research suggests that Wales emphasizes the importance of the outdoor environment as a location to enhance children’s learning experiences, whereas England lessens the importance of outdoor provisions. The findings show that Welsh teachers aim to use the outdoor spaces for learning opportunities whereas, there has been a marked reduction in references to the outdoors across English curricular framework, as they appear to place less value on the outdoor environment as a beneficial learning resource. The Foundation Phase Framework within Wales has an explicit requirement for the outdoors to be an integral part of early years provision where young children to have access to the outdoors where they can experience exploring the outdoor environment, using it as a learning space. 

Moreover, according to Estyn (2011) provision for outdoor learning was good or better in two thirds of settings that were inspected. Estyn discovered that as a result of learning outdoors children’s wellbeing, behaviour and physical development all made significant improvements. Settings also work well with parents to support their outdoor provision. Kennedy (2015) discovered that a recent study by the National Trust found that children spend half the time playing outside than their parents did, as on average, children now spend only 12.6 minutes per day outside. Children are now living a more sedentary lifestyle at home where they would rather play video games than be outside (Dewar 2019). Therefore, the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) and Welsh Government (2014) states that to ensure outdoor provision is successful, practitioners should work in partnership with parents which can support the children’s learning outdoors. This is because a child’s learning does not happen only in a school setting, they can develop new skills and abilities over the period of a weekend or during the holidays. Creating a partnership with parents will build up a complete picture of children’s abilities and skills, that can then be enhanced during their time in the setting. Bronfenbrenner (1979, cited by Guy-Evans, 2020) believed that positive partnerships between practitioners and parents has a direct impact on the child’s development, as the child feels valued and is then willing and ready to learn and reach their full potential. It is of great benefit to the child therefore, that relationships between home and the setting are built (The Open University, 2019). This is reinforced by the National Minimum Standards for Registered Childcare, as they believe that working in partnership with parents is of central importance (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2019).
The outdoors is an integral part of Donaldson’s New curriculum as it aims to include the outdoors within all aspects of children’s school life. Donaldson (2015) aims for lessons to be more engaging and interesting, with a particular focus on life skills, rather than that of the current ‘outdated’ curriculum. Therefore, Outdoor Learning Wales (2020) explains that Donaldson’s 6 areas of learning can be adapted to be implemented within the outdoor environment. This can be done by encouraging settings to enrich their environments by using the outdoors more often where children take responsibility for their own learning, helping them to thrive. It is emphasised that in order for children to become ethical citizens who value the environment they should be given opportunities to have contact with the natural outdoors, this will also encourage the development of thinking skills, and engaging children in their own learning (The Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship, 2008). The four purposes are at the heart of the curriculum where children are encouraged to become Ambitious capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. High quality outdoor environments and learning opportunities can contribute to achieving these purposes. Following on from this, in order for the skills, knowledge and behaviours linked to the four key purposes to be achieved, outdoor learning should be an integrated and stimulating part of the curriculum that is natural. If this is done effectively, the outdoors can have a great impact on a child’s health and wellbeing as the outdoor environment stimulates curiosity, as the children develop an appreciation of the world around them (Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018).
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