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The emphasis on play-based learning in early childhood education curricula has swayed from academic content to creating an engaging play environment.
This essay presents some of the most important topics related to the pedagogy of play-based learning, such as categorising different forms of play, discussing the role of educators in play to support education, and providing viewpoints and research on the advantages of play, implementations, and recommendations of play-based learning in the foundation phase.

According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,' every child has the right to leisure and rest, including play and recreational activities' (Article 31). As vital to children's joyfulness and well-being as any other human right, the right to play is highly valued.

The term play-based learning is fundamentally learning through play. However, 
play's meaning remains over the exact definition in research, which involves activities that can be viewed as play. Although studies have assessed the positives of play-based learning, two separate types of play have been the main emphasis. The first is free play, which the child guides, and the second is directed play, which is led by teacher support or participation. 

Education in schools is a vital factor in a person's growth. Effective curricula must be updated frequently based on new research findings. To make education more significant to our current and future requirements, positive pedagogy is highlighted in the National Curriculum Framework 2005. It suggests relating knowledge to real-world situations, making sure that learning is moved away from memorisation techniques, enhancing the curriculum to support children's overall development rather than keeping it focused on textbooks and allowing exams to be more flexible and integrated into daily life in the classroom.  

The idea of teaching and learning through play has been introduced previously. German scholar Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) presented even in the 19th century that fun, child-initiated interactions help young children develop their understanding of the world. Froebel's observation shows us that children can engage in entertaining and informative interactions with their surroundings, even without toys.

British psychologist Susan Isaacs (1885–1948) emphasised the significance of the learning environment in a play-based approach. She added that play should be seen as children's work, adding that the learning environment and the practitioner's role were crucial in fostering play. We can see that play-based learning is significantly impacted by both individuals and environments involved, according to Isaacs and Froebel's observations.

Additionally, research indicates that play-based learning benefits a child's overall development. According to Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934), social components of education help children develop and expand their information and abilities. He noticed that when children were doing tasks in their "zone of proximal development," learning happened most effectively. Various scholars concur with Vygotsky's assertion that early learning requires this direction and support, commonly known as "scaffolding."

Vygotsky also observed that children must exhibit their highest degree of "self-control" when engaging in some forms of play, such as pretend play. This is since children frequently reflect their experiences of certain societal roles and cultural practices through pretend play. For instance, a child acting out the role of a mother could speak quietly and use delicate gestures when caring for a baby. However, they could get louder and stricter when they're acting like teacher. Vygotsky thought that one benefit of play was the capacity to regulate behaviour and emotion without being told by an adult or another child. More recent studies characterise this ability as a crucial component of efficient self-regulation.

Several strategies that promote children's learning and development can be used to implement play-based learning. Establishing a nurturing learning atmosphere that encourages experimentation and imagination is one approach. According to Copple and Bredekamp (2009), "a supportive environment is one in which children feel safe and secure, and where there is a balance between structure and freedom, and adult-led and child-initiated activities" (p.33).

An additional strategy is to integrate play-based learning into all aspects of the curriculum, involving language and literacy, numeracy, science, etc. This can be done using play-based activities and resources that evolve suitably and are associated with learning aims and purposes (Hendricks, 2015). Recommendation 4, in Evaluating the Foundation Phase Report, specifies that practitioners must receive hands-on training on incorporating literacy and numeracy into the foundation phase framework. It focuses on the various pedagogical approaches that must be used in classroom teaching.

Furthermore, it's vital to include carers and families in play-based learning development by educating them about the advantages of play and giving them chances to engage in classroom activities. Pyle and Bigelow (2015) stated that "family involvement can support children's learning and development by providing them with additional opportunities for play and learning as well as enriching their social and emotional development" (p. 110). Additionally, recommendation 24 in the Welsh Government Final Report paper specifies how the design of learning activities should consider the role of parents and careers (p.8).  

Additionally, early childhood practitioners must have the training and professional development to apply play-based learning successfully. According to Bergen and Cosco (2018), "professional development can support educators in understanding the importance of play-based learning, as well as in developing the skills and knowledge necessary to implement effective play-based activities and experiences" (p. 215). All staff members should receive training on supporting children's development throughout the foundation phase and how languages, literacy, and numeracy develop, according to recommendation 8 in the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales study. Furthermore, in the same report recommendation 17 highlights how TAs can benefit from continued professional development process, support, and literacy and numeracy training accessible to individuals who require it within maintained schools.

Implementing ‘learning zones’ in and outside classrooms, such as role-play areas like play families or having a nurse's area for children to use their imaginations and creativity, is essential. These are put in place to show children real-life scenarios to help them learn skills in real-world situations. Also, climbing areas are an effective way for children to explore outside the classrooms. Recommendation 19, linked in the Foundation Phase final report, suggests that practitioners should promote a range of "learning zones," indoors and outdoors, more regularly. It is essential to create example provisions that practitioners can use as a guide for maximising the use of these "learning zones."

It's critical to continuously assess and consider the efficacy of play-based learning techniques, modifying as needed to promote children's learning and growth. According to Berk and Winsler (1995), "Evaluation and reflection can support educators in understanding what is working well and what needs improvement, as well as in identifying areas of growth and development" (p. 364).

In conclusion, play-based learning can be implemented through various strategies, such as establishing a safe and encouraging learning environment, integrating play-based learning into all subject areas, involving families and carers, offering professional development, and assessing and considering the efficacy of play-based learning strategies. 

Although play-based learning is essential to early childhood education, putting it into practice can present some difficulties. For instance, there needs to be more chances for educators to receive training and professional development. Research by Barbour and Barbour (2014) found that many educators need more expertise to integrate play-based learning successfully. This may cause one to become unconfident and reluctant to apply this strategy in the classroom.

Besides, the introduction of play-based learning may face challenges due to the need to satisfy academic standards and develop children for standardised testing. This pressure may cause academic skills and repetition learning to precede play-based learning.

A further obstacle is more supplies and tools for successful play-based education. Children may need access to the materials or supplies they need to participate in meaningful play, which might make it challenging to adopt play-based learning, according to Pyle and Bigelow (2015).

In summary, these obstacles may make it more challenging to incorporate play-based learning into early childhood education. For educators, it is crucial. Legislators should address these issues and provide a setting that encourages play-based learning.

There is a research curriculum gap on educators' common challenges when following play-based learning curricula. These challenges include not seeing the academic value of play, needing formal training in play-based learning, and feeling under pressure to engage in direct instruction to meet recommended educational outcomes. The early years curriculum should target intellectual and developmental learning, with play-based learning as a critical teaching method. Guidance on how teachers should combine various recommended techniques in a curriculum that emphasises academics while maintaining balance still needs to be improved.  

To conclude, to successfully apply play-based learning, educators must foster a fun atmosphere, support children's interests, assist in play-based learning activities, and interact with children while they are playing. However, there are several obstacles that educators may run into when putting play-based learning into practice, including a lack of money and time, inadequate training, and pressure to meet academic requirements. Though these obstacles exist, there are several ways to overcome them. These include giving teachers the proper training, incorporating parents in the educational process, and making sure that play-based learning is included in the curriculum.  It is imperative to remember that play-based learning is a complimentary approach to early childhood education rather than a replacement for academic learning.

The term of a unique child is one of four leading concepts which underpin all early year’s practice. The EYES (2023) define this notion as 'Every child is a unique child who is constantly learning and who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured'. Each child grows and develops in their own time, this is largely due to their unique characteristics and their ability to engage in positive interactions and having a safe space that builds supportive connections with encouraging people in supporting their enthusiasm for learning and interests in a variety of ways.  The concept of the unique child is important in assessment as every child is distinct, observations made in various contexts provide first-hand insight into their abilities and talents. The child is always where it all begins.

The distinction between maintained and non-maintained schools is that the former are typically free and not under local government supervision. These schools are independent in how they allocate their budgets because they do not get any financing from the local government. On the other hand, the local government oversees the maintained school's budget.

Assessment is the way in which in our everyday practice, we observe children’s learning, strive to understand it, and then put our understanding to good use. (Drummond, 1993)

To link previously learned material with newly acquired knowledge, Jerome Bruner first used the phrase "spiral curriculum" in 1960. It's an educational approach that promotes going over past content over and over, building on it in a spiral and recurring way. This kind of instruction guarantees that students are frequently exposed to material at various levels of complexity while also allowing them to grasp basic concepts more deeply. Bruner also designed the idea of discovery learning, in which children create their knowledge on their own. He felt that learning may occur more successfully through grasping and learning on their own instead of being taught by a teacher.



According to Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive development, children go through four distinct learning phases. Piaget’s stages are as follows:
· Sensorimotor stage: Birth to 2 years
· Preoperational stage: Ages 2 to 7
· Concrete operational stage: Ages 7 to 11
· Formal operational stage: Ages 12 and up
Piaget thought that children actively participate in their education, conducting experiments, making observations, and learning about the world. He concluded that children and adults are not intellectually inferior; rather, children and adults think in different ways. 
The theories of Vygotsky and Piaget argues in that Vygotsky recognised the importance of curiosity and active engagement in learning, Piaget placed greater emphasis on society and culture. Piaget believed that internal factors are a major source of growth. However, Vygotsky thought other influences like society and individuals like parents, carers, and friends had a bigger influence.

The assessment arrangement for funded non-maintained nursery settings suggests that the language used is positive when evaluating children’s literacy skills is appropriate when discussing the unique child because it uses the word "may" rather than "should," which implies that the child may be able to progress at their own pace rather than within a set timeframe as other assessments may suggest. Going back to the word "unique child," the "may" in that statement refers to the fact that each child is unique and as such, develops at their own rate and in their own time. Every child is unique. Due to their home environment or disability, some children have different needs than others, which can delay their development. Which also links back to Bruner’s spiral curriculum as it’s a skill they develop over time. Looking at the Foundation Phase Profile, we can see that the language used, such as when discussing nursery, uses the phrase "children are able to," which implies that all children should be able to complete all their outcomes by the time they finish. This is problematic because it implies that every child must be able to do all the mentioned aspects. Additionally, in nursery, it's possible to find that there is a big developmental gap—nearly a whole year—between two children. This shows that when we categorise children, we don't always consider each child's uniqueness. since it makes the false assumption that all children are at the same developmental stage. Furthermore, children who have undiagnosed or emergent requirements will not be able to achieve the outcomes we are talking about when it comes to speaking. It is also based on a deficit view of children, which means it looks at what they can't do yet rather than celebrating what they can, which is something else practitioners need to consider. As parents, it can seem very discouraging because they may feel that their child cannot do any of the requirements. Approaches such as Reggio and Montessori Terriki emphasise the competence and capability of the children. As a result, they emphasise children's good traits, highlight their accomplishments, and capitalise on their areas of interest. However, that is the goal of the new curriculum, specifically the non- maintained curriculum, as well as the curriculum for Wales. Thus, there is a change.

The purpose of assessments is to consider how to evaluate the learning you want your students to attain appropriately, which is vital, especially considering the importance of evaluation for student development. Evaluation should incorporate learning, encouragement, and grading for your pupils. Effective evaluation techniques yield essential insights into students' learning. They let us know what the students learned, how well they learned, what their strengths are and what areas they found difficult. As we move forward with teaching and learning, assessments shouldn't be utilised as a means of making snap decisions about a student's overall performance at a particular age. Academic of higher education John Biggs, stated that  “What and how students learn depends to a major extent on how they think they will be assessed.” (1999, p. 141).  

The stocktake proposals for the curriculum that follow ensure that every training and module is backed by evidence from theory and research that highlights the value of early education. The crucial function of the adult and the connections between theory and practice must be evident. Another implementation of the Stocktake report is using a ratio of 1:8 to 1:10, which can be used in reception classrooms, as they report that it won't affect quality. The paper recommends prioritising quality over quantity in adult-to-child ratio interactions where there are qualified and skilled practitioners, in turn making it mandatory for a qualified teacher to lead practice in all Foundation Phase classes in maintained schools, including nursery classes; increasing the amount of money that could be saved here to improve and invest in workforce training; and, most importantly, several recommendations that are directly related to the training of teachers and practitioners within the Foundation Phase. This represents the awareness that raising the calibre of instruction will probably lead to higher student accomplishments than focusing only on structural adjustments. Finally, mandatory training is suggested to be provided to leaders in the sector, such as head teachers at primary schools, employees, and leaders of non-maintained settings and services, to enhance their comprehension of the foundation phase's practices and guiding concepts. In addition to research demonstrating how successful foundation phase implementation may promote standards and impact social and economic growth, the training should be tailored specifically for the audience, considering their background and prior experience. 

Looking at the advantages and disadvantages of various types of assessment techniques is necessary. This is a result of the necessity to select the appropriate form of assessment to use with children. such as if English was their second language. To ensure that every student has an equal chance to study, we must adjust to each child individually. 

Having a learning story is a valuable tool for evaluating children's learning in addition to a collection of observations. Observing an entire activity or experience will record many areas of learning and development. While coloured boxes and tick sheets provide a moment in time, a Learning Story is a full-colour video showcasing a child's accomplishments. They present a comprehensive, all-encompassing understanding of development, which is, after all, how children develop.

"Progression Steps" is a method of measuring progress recommended by Professor Donaldson. These would correspond to expectations at ages 5, 8, 11, 14, and 16 and be used at five different places along the "learning continuum."


According to the Review, each child and young person will have a different "roadmap." Progression Steps are intended to be seen as a "staging post" instead of a judgement, in contrast to the present level system based on a best-fit assessment of overall accomplishment. Therefore, progression steps would be considered a benchmark rather than being viewed as universal expectations. 

The achievement outcomes for each of the six Areas of Learning and Experience will be consulted to assess a student's development. Using terms like "I have" for experiences and "I can" for outcomes, the learner will provide a personal perspective while describing these achievement outcomes.

The Review acknowledges that the learning continuum must be adaptable to the various speeds of development that children and adolescents experience. Additionally, Professor Donaldson suggests that schools must offer curricula that allow most children and teenagers to attain or surpass each Progression Step within the generous three-year timeframe.















The Fundamental Aspects of Play-based learning in the Outdoors for Early Years Education 

"Before we ever put a pencil in a child’s hands, those hands should dig, climb, press, pull, squish, twist and pinch in a wide array of environments and with a variety of materials." - Amanda Morgan

Play is an integral part of children's learning, as children acknowledge self-worth, self-assurance, and social skills, gain independence, engage in new activities, and become more conscious of their surroundings and limitations. Friedman et al. (2022) agree that outdoor play plays a significant part in children's well-being, particularly in their early years, as being active outside delivers children with priceless knowledge and skills that can directly impact their growth, mind, social skills, imagination, and intellect. There are also questions about how children's development through outdoor play can benefit them holistically, as Marais (2021) mentions that outdoor play can encourage holistic development and aid their mind, body, and overall health. Poppell and Monroe (2017) suggest that reducing the amount of outdoor play can damage children's physical and intellectual development, thus creating a crack between children and nature. Wyver (2019) states there is an indication that regular outdoor experiences can have an encouraging influence on social and cognitive development. 

I believe that outdoor play is a significant part of children's growth, whether that's physical or cognitive development. It is essential in the early years as it's the main stage in their lives where they learn, adapt, and grow. That's why forest school is a critical component in positive outdoor experiences for children. 'Natural connections' is a programme aimed to encourage education through outdoor play; this gives enriching experiences across schools that build positive interactions as part of adequate curriculum provision. Numerous advantages, like practical experiences, team-building exercises, and woodland exploration, have been demonstrated by my experience teaching forest school. The success of this kind of learning requires a wooded setting.  As I’ve seen first-hand how children are encouraged to learn through visual cues, sounds, scents, and tastes in forest schools, which strongly emphasise sensory stimulation. A loving environment fosters a positive link between children and the outdoor, natural world. It seeks to increase resilience to support a learner's creative interaction with others. They seek to promote introspection and foster the development of robust social and emotional competencies that will endure. I feel that children can benefit from forest schooling with solid communication, imagination, and physical and emotional skills and use those life lessons throughout their lives. Hence, Abraham Maslow's statement, "Almost all creativity involves purposeful play", is a fitting statement for this part of the blog.

I feel that one main advantage of outdoor play is the variety of sensory development children can engage in. Children can connect and become more involved in significant ways. Additionally, an inclusive range of physical abilities, such as coordination, endurance, strength, skill, and balance, are present in a natural setting. Furthermore, outdoor play allows children to challenge themselves and take appropriate risks, which is crucial for healthy growth. 

As everyone knows, nothing comes without risks. That is why outdoor learning is an integral part of children's education, as outdoor learning gives children different experiences and perceptions of nature that indoor learning cannot. Outdoor play gives children resilience and shapes confidence, as stated by Marais (2021). Being outdoors, children can push through their strengths and abilities as they learn through trial and error and become more aware of their limits through play. "Anything you can teach in an indoor classroom can be taught outdoors, often in more enjoyable ways for children." ~ Cathy James

Inclusive learning is deeply embedded in the curriculum and ingrained in all students, regardless of identity, into classroom teaching. As a result, outdoor play must meet the needs of all children, acknowledging each child as a unique individual with different abilities and skills.  

According to the 2018 Lego Play Well survey, which included data from nine different nations, 93% of children between the ages of 5 and 12 said that playing makes them happier. Conferring 82% of UK children stated that play-based learning supported them with 'learn more and learn better'.

Positive mental health and a child's attitude regarding learning through play have been related to play-based education. Given that 15.2% of children aged 7 to 10 in 2022 may have a mental health illness, this is an especially concerning issue, according to NHS sources.

The Welsh government views outdoor learning as a crucial component of successful, learner-centred pedagogy, the four purposes of the new curriculum support outdoor learning. As the first purpose ambitious, capable learners shows this when discussing maths outside, we can use mathematical ideas to measure a tree with their bodies. This kind of learning demonstrates to children that they are competent learners who will continue to learn throughout their lives. The second purpose is enterprising, creative contributors as climbing trees and other obstacles provides students with the opportunity to assess risk and form opinions in a secure environment. Children gain self-assurance, resilience, and enhanced physical strength, balance, and coordination when they successfully overcome obstacles. The third factor, ethnicity, demonstrates how inclusive outdoor learning is and how it can aid in children's understanding of the advantages of a diverse society. For example, a girl who is shy indoors may flourish outside, and a boy who finds it challenging to concentrate indoors may become more focused outdoors. The last purpose of healthy and confident individuals. By children learning as much as possible outdoors will help children grow into healthy, confident individuals and can also improve their mental health,
The curriculum states that "Learning Outside the Classroom can provide opportunities to develop and practise skills involving leadership, creativity, innovation, communication, and numeracy."
To conclude, I consider that play-based outdoor learning supports children in exploring their imagination while fostering social and cognitive skills and sets the foundation for children to grow holistically. The advantages of play are vast as children improve understanding through play, developing their problem-solving abilities through activities and puzzles, helps them become more proficient in language skills by observing others, and fostering creativity while using their imagination while learning about and exploring their surroundings (Anderson-McNamee & Bailey 2010).
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