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Frederich Froebel once stated that a child is able to choose own actions according to the rules and requests of the play a child is part of. Through the medium of play, the child can experience independence and self-determination. (Froebel Trust, ND)
Play-based learning is an approach that recognises the importance of play in a child's development, fostering creativity, critical thinking, social skills and emotional intelligence. When implementing play-based learning, it's crucial to reform the curriculum for practitioners to ensure they are well-equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008) 
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is an international legislation published in 1989 including all laws and children’s rights. Article 31 of the UNCRC states that children have the right to engage in play and leisure activities. (UNICEF, 1989)
According to UNICEF (2022) Children learn best through play, this creates valuable learning opportunities in many areas of development which are to include intellectual, social, physical and emotional aspects. Play helps children to connect with other individuals, develop strong leadership skills, build resilience, navigate social relationships and challenges whilst also overcoming fears. 
Creating exciting learning environments are essential for good practice. However, setting up an environment that supports open-ended, child-led play and exploration may require additional resources and planning. Suitable space, materials, and an inviting atmosphere are essential in learning environments. (Welsh Government, 2015)
The Welsh Government acknowledges the significance of play not only as an independent activity but also as a form of experiential learning, a source of physical activity, and also a comforting tool recognised by childcare practitioners. (Welsh Government, 2014)
The Play and Active Learning publication is a document providing support for the Foundation Phase for Children’s Learning for 3 to 7-year-olds in Wales. It creates a summary of the importance of educational play-based learning. During this publication, it is viewed that implementing a play-based curriculum in early years education can offer numerous benefits for children's development, but it also comes with its own set of challenges. (Welsh Government, 2008) 
Play is crucial in the curriculum and should be both enjoyable and engaging. Well-planned play helps children to generate ideas and understand the world around. Play develops children’s language and communication skills, encourages creativity, and allows exploration of different materials. Play also provides opportunities for experimentation and planning for outcomes. Children benefit when allowed time for free play to explore interests and learn through firsthand experiences. (Welsh Government, 2008)
Wales has compelling reasons to change the curriculum. Initially, the existing curriculum lacks order to ensure the quality of learning experiences for all students in the near future. Findings from international assessments such as PISA, national assessments, and reports from the education and training inspectorate for Wales consistently indicated a decline in student performance until 2015. These findings have substantiated concerns regarding the overall quality of student learning. (OECD, 2020)
An article for BBC Wales written by Bethan Lewis in 2023 states that Wales achieved its lowest performance ever in mathematics, reading, and science tests taken by 15-year-olds. In the initial international Pisa assessments conducted since the begining of Covid, Welsh scores ranked the lowest compared to all of the UK nations and the results gap has expanded. These tests, taken by children in 81 countries in 2022, are considered a significant guideline for evaluating education systems.
To make progress, Wales should start by creating a common understanding of how the curriculum should work in practice. This shared understanding can improve consistency within the curriculum and across different policy initiatives. It can also direct these initiatives to improve capabilities throughout the education system, specify resource requirements, and set indicators and targets for monitoring the improvement of the curriculum reform. (OECD, 2020)
The Independent Stock take of the Foundation Phase in Wales: Final Report (2014) outlines evidence and findings gathered from observations in schools and non-maintained settings. One of the aims of the report was to understand how well the Foundation Phase was being implemented and taught throughout Wales and to make recommendations for areas of improvement. Traditional assessment methods such as Learning Stories and Foundation Phase Profiles may not easily capture the learning that occurs during play. It can be challenging to identify and communicate the educational value of play-based activities.
There have been implications of the implementation of the Foundation Phase and play in settings. Research carried out by the Welsh Government (2015) suggests that not all practitioners fostered a shared understanding of the Foundation Phase roll out into schools. The Welsh Government (2013) gathered more information about the lack of understanding of the foundation phase, supported by recommendation 11 of the Evaluation report of the Foundation Phase (2013). This section puts forward the idea of further training of the Foundation Phase for practitioners to be able to be supported with the implementation of the framework. Recommendation 2 from the report further supports this theory and suggested that the Welsh Government should clearly guide the importance of using developmentally appropriate practices alongside a mandatory curriculum and expected achievement levels to be more accessible for practitioners. Recommendation 4 also supports the use of professional training and development as it explains that school professionals should receive practical guidance on incorporating the Literacy and Numeracy Framework into the Foundation Phase. It's crucial to emphasise diverse teaching approaches for literacy and numeracy in classrooms and how these approaches can work together effectively. (Welsh Government, 2015)
Some parents and stakeholders may have more traditional views of education, expecting more formal instruction and concrete academic outcomes. Communicating the educational value of play can be seen as a challenge. (Welsh Government, 2014)
Curriculum reform should focus on integrating play into the existing curriculum framework. This involves creating a balance between academic content and play opportunities, ensuring that play is seen as a valuable part of the learning process for children. Traditional assessment methods may not capture the learning that occurs during play in full. Reform in professional learning should address alternative assessment strategies that align with play-based learning, such as observations, portfolios, and reflective assessments. (OECD, 2020)
To summarise, the Foundation Phase in Wales demonstrates a strong commitment to play-based learning. To enhance its effectiveness, ongoing training, support and changes based on research evidence and practitioner feedback are essential to create good practice. The successful implementation of play-based learning requires a dynamic and collaborative approach involving educators, parents, policymakers, and the wider community. (Welsh Government, 2015)
According to Donaldson (2015, p17) The Foundation Phase is one of the better components of Welsh education. The Donaldson Report (which is officially titled Successful Futures) is a significant education review that was conducted in Wales. Professor Graham Donaldson led the review and it was commissioned by the Welsh Government. The report, published in 2015, aims to provide a comprehensive assessment of the education system in Wales and make recommendations for its improvement.
However, the Donaldson Report also highlighted how the current curriculum for Wales was out of date and needing a more modernised approach to education as well as how the Welsh language needs to be taught more in depth to children and to encourage the use of it. (Donaldson, 2015) 
The Siarter Iaith (Welsh Language Charter) is a nationwide framework for all educational settings and schools. It offers a more in-depth structure for planning experiences throughout the curriculum to enhance learners use of Welsh and encourage confidence in the language from an early age. This framework can support the Welsh language being taught more thoroughly to children which the Donaldson report suggested. (Welsh Government, 2022)
The report petitioned for a significant change in the curriculum for Wales. It emphasised the need for a more innovative, suitable and engaging curriculum that would prepare students for the challenges of the 21st century. The report also suggested that the curriculum reform should guarantee clear and effective communication of the goals and anticipated benefits of the proposed reform program. (Donaldson, 2015)
The recommendations of the Donaldson Report were widely accepted by the Welsh Government, leading to significant education reforms. One of the outcomes was the development and implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales, which aligns with the Four Purposes and aims to provide a more relevant and learner-focused educational experience for students in Wales. (Donaldson, 2015
Part 2 – Assessments
Children develop in different ways and it is by no means an automatic process. Each child is unique. Each child will have many experiences of positive interactions in supportive environments that encourage engagement and promote strengths. Every child has curiosity and ability to learn, interacting with the world in unique ways. (Birth to 5 Matters, ND)
When using different ways to observe and assess young children's learning, practitioners should be clear about goals. The observational and recording methods should match these goals. The process of assessment should help practitioners understand what children know and are able to do. By analysing observations and documentation, practitioners can adjust teaching methods to ensure the consideration of the children's needs. (Neaum, S, 2016)

Observing and assessing children is a helpful way to understand how they learn and develop, it is considered good practice. It can seen what young children are learning through play and interactions. By carefully observing and analysing, it is possible to learn how children make sense of the world and understand what is known and what capabilities each individual has. (Welsh Government, 2017)

Observing children is a crucial practice with several purposes. Firstly, it helps us comprehend the individual capabilities and knowledge of each child. By closely observing, we can identify children’s interests and preferred learning styles, enabling practitioners to provide effective support for learning and development. Additionally, these observations contribute to overall planning and provision, allowing professionals to tailor approaches and interactive strategies to meet the specific needs of each child. Moreover, observing children aids in deepening our understanding of the learning process, establishing meaningful connections between knowledge and practical application. (Neaum. S, 2016)

Assessment plays a vital role in the learning process, involving practitioners collaborating with learners to recognize their strengths, areas for improvement, and the next steps in their learning journey. When creating assessment structures within a school curriculum, the following principles should guide the process. (Welsh Government, 2022)

The new and revised Curriculum for Wales provides children with several opportunities including holistic development, personalised learning and critical thinking and problem solving. Children are also encouraged to communicate and collaborate with one another to develop effective communication skills and to work together to generate ideas. The new Curriculum for Wales aims to empower children by providing a well-rounded education that creates knowledge, nurtures skills, own values and a positive attitude towards learning and life generally. (Welsh Government, 2023)
The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) form of assessment is used in education, particularly in early years curricula. Similar to all assessment methods, it has both benefits and potential disadvantages. (Welsh Government, 2017)
In early years education, practitioners use different assessments such as the Foundation Phase Profiles and writing learning stories to understand how children are developing. These assessments go beyond academic progress alone, also looking at social, emotional, and physical growth in children. Observation plays a key role in both of these assessments. (Welsh Government, 2017) Observation allows professionals to gain valuable insights into how children are developing holistically. By using both assessments, practitioners will be able to provide support and encouragement to children to be able to progess overall. (Elam. E, Peterson. G, ND)
Observation is crucial in the Foundation Phase. It helps practitioners understand where children are in learning, be able to identify challenges or exceptional abilities, and monitor progress. By observing and listening, practitioners collect evidence before and after teaching skills, enabling them to evaluate children's progress and determine if additional opportunities are needed for learning consolidation. (Welsh Government, 2017)

Whereas observation is praised and is seen as a very useful tool in assessing progression in children, it also has implications similar to other assessment methods.
Observing children may be challenging to follow as children can quickly change activities due to lack of interest or finishing the activity as well as this method not being a practical tool for staff in a classroom who are in ratio and should be engaging with the children rather than standing back and observing. (Welsh Government, 2017)

This form of assessment focuses on assessing the different aspects of a child's development, which are to include cognitive, physical, social, and emotional components. This holistic approach provides a comprehensive understanding of a child's overall progress whilst developing in all areas. However, if this process is not handled delicately, this could introduce stress and pressure on children. High standard assessments, can have unintended consequences on a child's emotional well-being and overall mental health. (Welsh Government, 2017)
The Foundation Phase Profile form of assessment has been created to be child-centered, recognising the individuality of each student. It allows practitioners to tailor own teaching strategies to meet the unique needs and learning styles of every child. (Welsh Government, 2017)
Nevertheless, the whole process of completing and analysing Foundation Phase Profile assessments can be time-consuming for education professionals. This may potentially divert time and resources away from direct teaching and interaction with students which can result in lost teaching time and lost experiences for children. (Welsh Government, 2022)
In conclusion, while the Foundation Phase Profile form of assessment has its advantages, it is crucial to note the potential disadvantages through planned implementation, ongoing professional development for practitioners, and a focus on the well-being of the children who are involved. A balanced and holistic approach that considers the unique needs of every child is to harness the full benefits of this assessment method. (Welsh Government, 2017)
Observing and assessing children's learning, guides the overall educational approach to progression and development. To best support individuals’ development, it is essential to align planned and child-initiated learning with own personal needs and interests of the unique child. This includes providing activities that enhance learning and analysing needs and interests through observation reflected within the overall process. (Neaum, S., 2016)
The Welsh Government’s Research into assessment practices in the Foundation Phase (2022) Publication included that teachers had a positive view of how the Foundation Phase Profile aligned with Foundation Phase pedagogical principles. This was mainly as observations could cover most of the baseline and end of phase assessments. However, in many schools, practitioners found it necessary to create certain tasks, sometimes at a desk, to assess skills that are not easily observed during play. This need for focused tasks was generated due to the variation of the skills, which became more apparent in the older years of the Foundation Phase, along with the time constraints on practitioners.
Learning stories capture and share observations of children's progress over time, forming a narrative about their learning experiences. (Neaum, S., 2016) The goal of documenting children's learning through learning stories is to enhance educational experiences. It aims to highlight own abilities as a foundation for supporting continuous growth and acknowledge the details involved in the context and process of learning. In practical terms, the concept of a learning story is understood and applied in various ways. (Neaum, S., 2016) Some educational settings create observation sheets to establish narrative connections to upcoming learning steps. Alternatively, some use a portfolio method, grouping observations and children's work together to make an account illustrating development. The assessment of children's learning occurs at each phase of recording the learning story, analysing observations to determine next steps. (Neaum, S., 2016)
The advantages of using learning stories include that it educates families about children's learning through play, highlighting curiosity, investigative nature, and problem-solving abilities. (Elam, E., Peterson., G, 2020) It is essential to involve a child’s family in the planning and assessing of children. This will ensure a strong connection between practitioners and families and also allows for conversations about experiences in school. Learning stories can capture moments from a child's daily life, contributing to a comprehensive profile and assisting in curriculum planning along with other observation tools. However, there are disadvantages to all forms of assessment including learning stories. This form of assessment only concentrates on a single event, situation, or behaviour, potentially overlooking crucial information which can be restrictive and also does not produce quantitative data as a result. Learning stories can also be time consuming for practitioners to complete especially with staff ratios in class, subtracting the concentration levels and attention given to other students. (Elam, E., Peterson., G, 2020)
An alternative way for practitioners to assess children in class could be to use a checklist. Checklists are a practical way to gather information about a child's development based on age-related expectations in various components such as physical, cognitive, language, social, and emotional skills. Using a checklist helps practitioners to identify a child's strengths and areas that need additional support. Professionals can customise own checklists based on specific skills or use milestone checklists to assess a child's development overall. Similar to the age and stage range and skills sections of the Foundation Phase (2015) framework. Checklists are adaptable and can be used for assessing the unique child or a larger group. (Elam., E, Peterson., G, 2020)
PART 3 - Blog
Embracing the Great Outdoors: The Surprising Benefits of Outdoor Play for Children
In a world filled with digital distractions and indoor entertainment, the call of the wild is still a vital ingredient for a child's holistic development. Outdoor play isn't just a pastime; it is a powerful medium that supports physical, intellectual and emotional growth in children. During this blog, the reader will embark on a journey through the landscapes of childhood and explore the many benefits that outdoor play offers our youngest adventurers.
The outdoors is filled with nature, offering a large amount of opportunities for children to engage in physical activities. From running and jumping to climbing and balancing, outdoor play enhances gross motor skills and coordination. The natural challenges young children encounter outside, the ways that indoor spaces are not able to offer, contribute to the development of strength, agility, and overall physical health. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009)

According to the Wales Council for Outdoor Learning Guide (2018) outdoor learning supports dynamic learning models that deliver additional benefits. In high-quality outdoor learning, young people are encouraged to plan their activities and take maximum ownership while participating. This supports the development of social skills and teamwork. The great outdoors is a social arena where children learn the art of collaboration and cooperation. Through shared adventures and play, children build friendships, learn to take turns and develop a sense of belonging. 

Outdoor learning allows young people to participate at a level matching own abilities. Planned activities can offer challenges suitable for different individual children and allow various roles to be acquired. The most effective activities are progressive, operating at different levels and scales which allow children to push own boundaries as well as take risks to strengthen personal skills. Engaging in outdoor learning is a way to challenge young people to enhance own knowledge, skills, and confidence. Competition can serve as motivation for everyone to strive for best efforts and take pride in accomplishments. Outdoor play provides a safe space for children to learn about risk-taking, failure, and success, fostering emotional intelligence that will stay into adulthood. (Wales Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018) Estyn (2019) states that the outdoor setting fosters the development of skills like problem-solving and risk negotiation, which are crucial for the growth of children.

Encouraging structureless physical activity outdoors can contribute to your child's overall health, minimising the chance of obesity and weight issues that are more common in today’s society. Additionally, outdoor play enhances mental well-being through physical activity. (Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, 2020)

Nature creates the perfect blank canvas for a child’s endless imagination. Whether it's building forts out of sticks, making mud pies or travelling on a treasure hunt, outdoor play encourages creativity and fosters imaginative thinking. Unrestricted outdoors by the limitations of indoor spaces, children can let own minds roam freely, transforming the world around them into endless possibilities. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009)

Learning Through Landscapes (2023) explains how outdoor learning supports the new curriculum and the four purposes allowing children to become adventurous learners by taking ideas and thoughts to the great outdoors where children are encouraged to use imagination. The second purpose is children being imaginative and creative supporters, this emphasises the need to take risks to learn from mistakes and plan for the future. Being inside of the classroom minimises the need to take risks, learning outdoors allows children to be able to problem solve, risk take and collaborate to make decisions. Ther third purpose is to ensure that children are more aware of the world around them and being more informed about Wales as a country. Outdoor learning provides children with the best opportunities to be able to learn about the world and what is all around making individuals more ethically aware of the planet and climate in regards to education. The fourth and final purpose of the new curriculum is to ensure that all children are fit and healthy, outdoor learning not only provides physical exercise and activities for children to participate in but can also improve individuals mental health by strengthening skills and experiences to allow children to grow into fit, healthy and optimistic members of society. (Learning Through Landscapes, 2021) 

To conclude, outdoor play is not just a childhood essential; it is a cornerstone for holistic development. From physical activities and imaginative thinking to social skills and emotional resilience, the benefits of outdoor play for children are essential for development. Practitioners and families should encourage little explorers to step outside, breathe in the fresh air, and let the magic of outdoor play unfold. After all, in the great outdoors, every moment is an opportunity for growth and discovery. 

