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The British Association for Early Childhood Education (2012) state that children are individuals who are all learners that are born with the ability and eagerness to learn from an early age. The Welsh Government (2015a, p3) state in the Foundation Phase framework that it is through first hand experience of play that children have the opportunity to practice their learning. Within Wales, schools work towards a guideline via a curriculum called The Foundation Phase, this curriculum is described by the Welsh Government (2018) as a developmental curriculum for children of the ages three to seven, that aims to promote individuals to be creative, imaginative and to learn through fun experiences. The Welsh Government (2013) describes the Foundation Phase as a radical departure from the previous formal curriculum of the key stage 1 and adopts a play-based approach to learning.  The Welsh Government (2020a, p51) state that the curriculum for the early years should deliver holistic development for the learners of cognitive, emotional, physical and social skills through extended periods of play and recreations, that is situated indoors and outdoors, whilst being open-ended and allows the learners to imitate the learning they partake in.
According to Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) play is a natural element of a child’s life and is something that is normally considered to be initiated by a child themselves. Play is something that is rewarding to young children, because when experiencing it, it enhances brain development and structure, children’s functions and promotes the ability to learn (Yogman et al. 2018). Hughes (2010) extends this idea by suggesting that if a child is to feel like play has been successful, then practitioners need to allow children the ability to direct their own play activities. This is supported by Houser et al. (2016) who suggests that child led play means that play can deliver ongoing amusement for an individual and also has the ability to promote and work towards a number of milestones developmentally, including increasing social skills and problem solving skills. This is further supported by Ginsburg (2007, p183-184) who suggests that the opportunity to play in an educational environment provides more opportunity for peers to interact with one another and develop their social and emotional skills. However, to ensure that the children are gaining the benefits of a play based curriculum, it is helpful that practitioners play the correct role within the role of the child’s play. Rymanowicz (2015) states that when play is not child led anymore, but becomes adult led or controlled it can cause the child to feel like the practitioner is “violating the basic principles of play”, which should be self-chosen and self directed. By doing this, the practitioner will take away the opportunity and the experience of play will lose it’s purpose. This idea is further supported by Sheridan, Alderson and Howard (2011) who suggest it is normal for adults to be more concerned about the product of the play and the process. Sheridan, Alderson and Howard (2011) go on to state that the practitioner must remember the adult can take a variety of roles in children’s play, but it is vital to ensure that the child is still leading the direction in which the play flows. McInnes et al. (2013) goes on to mention how a practitioner who has their priorities differing between allowing play to take place and trying to lead the play for their choice of practice, can become problematic.
According to Halpenny and Pettersen (2013) theorist Jean Piaget was a believer that making the individual child the centre of their learning, allows the child to become active and constructive in the role their development takes. Furthermore DeVries (1997) identifies that Piaget believed that social interactions, especially with other peers and adults, allows for construction of their own development to occur. Furthermore De Lee and Golbeck (2014) suggest that by allowing peers to play and learn how they wish together, allows for interaction to take place and they can take on a constructive approach, which will allow them to discover and learn together through a social activity such as play.  According to the Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (2016a) Piaget’s theory had a great influence on both the Foundation Phase in Wales and the Early Years Foundation Stage in England. PACEY (2016) go on to suggest that the idea of children learning through being in a stimulative and challenging environment, leads to them taking that active role in their own learning through these curriculums. So as a practitioner within the Foundation Phase, standing back and allowing play and social interaction could offer opportunities to learn and develop. This is suggested by De Lisi (2002) by learning socially with other peers, learners can subtly develop their academic skills at an early age, by communicating and listening to one another. Whilst De Lisi (2002) goes on to state that these social interactions, also allow individuals to manage their ability to practice their teamwork skills and improve on interactions. If this can be achieved and learners are allowed the opportunity to practice their social interactions and play is not interrupted by adults, then the results will allow the learners to have the opportunity to become individuals who have the confidence to participate in their learning, whilst becoming effective communicators (Welsh Government, 2020c). 
However, there may come a time where the adult may be required to take a more supportive role within the play curriculum. According to Jung and Recchia (2013) Piaget believed in the importance of infants leading the play, whilst other theorists such as Vygotsky suggest that play can be more beneficial to a child when it is partaken with an important figure, due to the possibility of this individual being able to enrich the play through scaffolding ideas for development. This idea is encouraged by Levine and Munsch (2010) who suggest that development can take place when under the guidance or in social collaboration with a more capable peer or practitioner, to further the individuals understanding through dialogue. Levine and Munsch (2010) go on to state that, just as a building loses it’s scaffolding as the structure becomes more secure, the same can happen with the learner who can become more independent from the capable other as their understanding grows. Scaffolding is a technique that allows an adult to support a child’s development by offering the appropriate and sufficient amount of support at the correct time (Gillespie and Greenberg, 2017). Gillespie and Greenberg (2017) go on to suggest that an adult’s natural interaction can allow opportunities to scaffold with toddlers and young children. However, the idea from Piaget is different compared to that of Vygotsky. According to Eun (2017) Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development is a theory that can be put into practice in both formal and informal opportunities. Wass and Golding (2014) use an example of using the zone of proximal learning for older learners, however it can be used within the early years play curriculum as well. Wass and Golding (2014) state that when a child cannot solve a problem or complete an activity by themselves, but can when receiving assistance like prompts, this shows they are working within their zone of proximal development.  Whilst when they are faced with the same or similar activity again in the future, they will be able to recall these prompts to learn from and solve the problem independently (Wass and Golding, 2014). However, it should be remembered by the practitioner that when in the role, there will come a time when they must step back. Eshach, Dor-Ziderman and Arbel (2011) describe this process when performed in kindergartens as ‘fading’. Eshach, Dor-Zideeman and Arbel (2011) describe fading as the process of reducing the support once the learner has a gained a grasp of the concept. By fading, the practitioner allows the scaffolding of the child’s learning to develop from peer regulated to self regulated. Both these approaches have potential to be beneficial if delivered correctly by practitioners, within Wales’ Foundation Phase. This is suggested by Morton and Guerin (2017) who suggest that within settings that recognise learning to be sociocultural, learning and becoming informed through direct interactions with others, allows for understandings to be shared and developed within the  learning community, which includes the students and teachers who can learn with and from each other. As a result of these opportunities as the learners progress through the early years and through their education, it will offer them the opportunity to become well informed individuals, who will be able to show respect, value equity, as well as listen to other learners, as they go through school and later life (Welsh Government, 2020d).
However, due to the differing learning styles and unique ways an individual processes and retains information (Ilçin et al., 2018), it will be useful for a practitioner to be able to use a number of techniques. This is supported by Wood and Attfield (2005) who suggest that the delivery of an affective pedagogy, such as the Foundation Phase, has to see the practitioners within settings using their professional knowledge and skills to help delivery and support for a range of different learning styles and needs, including those with additional learning needs. This means that an effective practitioner will need to know when a more Piagetian approach is required and when using Vygotsky’s approach is more beneficial. An example of this can be seen when a practitioner in a Foundation Phase setting is observing play with individuals that have additional learning needs. Radford et al. (2015) state that within the United Kingdom, 19% of interactions with a high level ALN learner, take place between the learner and a teaching  assistant on a one to one basis. Webster and Blatchford (2013) suggests that these one to one opportunities the learner with additional learning needs has with the teaching assistant, offer a predicament for the practitioners as the support can decrease the amount of opportunities they get to experience social interactions with their fellow peers. Furthermore, Rubie-Davies et al. (2010) suggests that in primary school settings, when a teaching assistant is placed with an additional needs learner, it can become common practice for the majority of the adult to pupil interaction to be delivered by the teaching assistant and not the class teacher. With this in mind, practitioners are expected to know and have the skill to identify exactly when to provide the correct form and level of support and scaffolding (Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2017).  Otherwise, the support provided can lead to the learner becoming dependent on the adult support provided (Webster and De Boer, 2019).
As looked at throughout the analysation of implementing an early years play based curriculum, the role of play and the role of the adult has an interconnected approach throughout a play based curriculum, such as the Foundation Phase within Wales. The role of the adult within each individual setting has to be carefully moulded around the uniqueness of the learners within these settings, due to all individuals learning and developing at different times and through different stages of play. This is highlighted by the aims of the Foundation Phase by the Welsh Government (2015a, p4) who state that the young children should be at the heart of the curriculum and it requires the practitioners to have the understanding to inspire and challenge the individual. Welsh Government (2015a, p4) carries on to say “Practitioner involvement in children’s learning is of vital importance particularly when interactions involve open questioning, shared and sustained thinking”. It is possible to say that with the appropriate knowledge and skill the practitioners involved within the Foundation Phase and similar early year play curriculums can assist to deliver such aims. Looking forward to the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales, what needs to be taken on board, especially with almost one fifth of additional learning need students having one on one opportunities in class, is the opportunity for sufficient training to ensure that current and future teachers and teaching assistants are appropriately trained to provide the best support. This is an agenda of the Welsh Government (2020b) who are offering  specific professional opportunities to learn and assist them in understanding the new curriculum that is coming to the countries schools.













Within play-based curriculums that are used within early years settings there are many methods used to track progress and assess the age and stage of development which the learners are at. According to Snow and Van Hemel (2008) a well planned and effective assessment can provide the teachers and practitioners with information regarding improvements and progress in development. Snow and Van Hemel (2008) go on to state though, that if the outcomes are not read and interpreted correctly  the result can lead to negative consequences moving forward. Whilst Parekh (2017) describes the 21st century approach of schooling and their assessments as a way to develop ability, assess and take a recording of the individual learners ever growing progression.
Within Wales the Foundation Phase assessment is partaken with the Foundation Phase child development assessment profile. The Welsh Assembly Government (2011a) state that the use of this assessment profile is to be used by practitioners within the first six weeks of learners entering the Foundation Phase. The Welsh Assembly  Government (2011a) say this is done to assess the child on a holistic approach using six areas of development. This is referred to as the baseline assessment. The Welsh Assembly Government (2011b) state that by the time pupils reached the end of the Foundation Phase in year 2, pupils will have a final assessment that observes the learners throughout their daily classroom routine. Welsh Assembly Government (2011b) goes on to state that all areas of learning will be assessed and that each individual school can decide how they record their result. However it is mandatory for the results to be reported to the government.
According to Buchanan (2011) within the educational system there are two types of assessment which can occur, these are formative and summative. Formative assessment is assessments that are made on a daily basis during the teaching process that allow teachers to asses progression more  frequently (National Foundation for Educational Research, No date). Whilst summative assessment is a post learning form of assessment which is used to summarise what a pupil has achieved at the conclusion of an agreed time period, (Stenhouse Publishers, 2010; National Foundation for Educational Research, No date) similar to the Foundation Phase final assessment.
Welsh Government (2017) describes the Foundation phase profile as an assessment, that uses summative assessment to assess the child’s skills via observations, whilst using formative assessments to help produce the outcome results for the four learning areas. According to Dixson and Worrell (2016) although there appears to be many differences between the two forms of assessment, they should be able to complement each other. Dixson and Worrell (2016) go on to suggest that the formative assessment should be applied during instruction to assist learners to gain knowledge through material, whilst summative assessment should be applied at the end of a unit of work or school year. However Taras (2005) suggests that they are separate forms of assessment, where formative is used to analyse and assess the process of learning and requires feedback, whilst summative has a focal point of assessing the product that is produced from being taught. As a result Black (2012) suggests that to have a successful assessment process  in place it should consist of the formative assessment taking the central role through whilst the summative  assessment is used as a supporting assessment. By having formative assessment as the primary form of assessment it is considered beneficial, according to Greenstein (2010) who states that the use of formative assessments allows for a focus on achieving goals instead of looking at whether a target was made or missed, by doing this it creates clarity for learners and teachers who know what the standards are and the goals that are needed to be met.
By using observations within a play-based curriculum it allows practitioners the opportunity to learn and assess the child on the unique qualities that they possess, such as how their personalities differ, to which tasks they can complete and how they perform them (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2016b). With this in mind, the educational assessment process took a turn from unfair tests to a more fair, authentic assessment process that puts an emphasis on a holistic approach to assessment that takes into consideration the more diverse learning community that fits a more multicultural school system (Tierney, 2013). According to Chan (2011) schools across many English speaking countries such as the United Kingdom, United States of America and New Zealand  are seeing an increase in their ethic diversity through their pupils due to global migration attracting people to these popular destinations.  According to the New Zealand Government (2017) Ministry of Education,  their play based curriculum, Te Whāriki is a bicultural curriculum that puts the focus on the nations bicultural foundations and multicultural presence whilst looking towards their future to by developing their learners through this curriculum. The assessments within Te Whāriki settings are written by practitioners in the form of learning stories. According to Lee et al. (2013) the assessments for Te Whāriki are written in the form of a story that is written to the family and their child. Lee et al. (2013) suggest that practitioners write assessments in the form of these stories so it can become meaningful to the learners. According to NZIE Te Riu Roa (2015) Professor Margaret Carr believes the technique of learning stories and the delivery of the curriculum Te Whāriki has woven together and gone hand in hand with the narrative approach whilst the portfolio for the learner helps describe the strength in the improvements that has occurred throughout the learning process. However what should be considered when comparing the New Zealand approach to what could help Wales is that, according to Blaiklock (2010) when using Learning Stories, the assessment tool requires the practitioner to create a narrative story which interprets the learning process. Which as a result creates a description of dispositions to learning instead of assessing the knowledge and development of skills the child has improved. Furthermore Jenkins (2016) states that even though Te Whāriki is a curriculum that is twenty years old, there is a worry that the childhood teachers who come fresh out of graduate training in New Zealand  are lacking the skills to deliver their bicultural curriculum which includes the delivery of the Māori language. However this is not only a New Zealand issue, The Welsh Government (2015b)  state in a review of the foundation phase,  that more emphasis was required  on initial teacher training and the understanding of the pedagogy and the assessment, Whilst the Welsh Government (2014) state in the independent  stocktake that to deliver an effective curriculum and the assessments that are part of it, all practitioners require a high standard of understanding of how the Foundation Phase operates. Despite this according the Coughlan (2019) if the international school rankings for the Programme for International Student Assessment are compared especially between New Zealand and the United Kingdom, the results show that across the three topics assessed which are: Maths, Reading and Science. Both New Zealand and United Kingdom are ranked in the top twenty, however New Zealand is ahead in all three topics. However it must be taken into consideration that PISA studies evaluate education curriculums globally by assessing the knowledge of 15 years old (New Zealand Government, No date),which means that this could alter the true results of the effectiveness of assessment within early years educations such as with the Foundation Phase and Te Whāriki. Although according to Moss (2016) the organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development who are the organisations behind the PISA results has begun a trial for a similar study for 5 year olds called the International Early Learning Study. With this new study comes a trial period which saw three countries in 2018 take on the study. According to Kettlewell et al. (2020) the study which featured Estonia, England and the United States of America, identified that through the aim of finding out how to enrich the 5 year olds learning experience. Kettellwell et al. (2020) went on to suggest that the study highlighted that those learners with special needs were having lower than average scores, whilst those who were eligible for free schools meals were found to be at a lower developmental stage compared to their peers. With this in mind although Wales and the Foundation Phase and New Zealand and Te Whāriki did not take part in the study, these early findings suggest that when assessing learners, their culture and their social background should be considered, as it could affect their outcomes for assessment. With this in mind and moving forward with assessing learners within the Foundation Phase, it might be worth practitioners  considering Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and how the level of needs required by each individual child might affect their outcome on the profile base line. According to Skirrow and Perry (2009) within Maslow’s hierarchy of needs , an individual is required to meet the lowest level of their needs before they can priorities and move through the levels. Skirrow and Perry (2009) go on to suggest that a child who is not being fed and watered efficiently enough will prioritise food and drink before being motivated to commit to their work. This is supported by Kline (No date)  who suggests that once a learner enters the learning setting, the practitioners must take this opportunity to assess whether the learners needs are being met, for instance has the learner come in and eaten breakfast or had lunch provided for them via free school meals or a pack lunch. If the answer is yes then they are a step closer to being ready to be motivated to learn. However data from the Welsh Government (2019) shows that this must not have been considered when applying assessments when comparing the assessment results from 2018 to 2019. The Welsh  government (2019a) data found that the percentages of learners attaining the minimum expected level was lower in 2019 than in 2018, whilst the performance of those children entitled to free school meals when they were at the end of the Foundation Phase in year 2 declines between 2018 and 2019 and the gap of performance between children who were entitled to free school meals and not entitled also increased. The exact figures from the Welsh Government (2019b) shows that those eligible for free school meals scored on average a 70.6% in 2018 and 67.6% for language, literacy  and communication skill in English in  2018 and 2019 respectively, whilst those who are not eligible for free school meals scored on average 87.7% and 86.3% in the same years. Welsh Government (2019b) shows that this trend of those eligible for free school meals scored lower also carries on into LLC in welsh as well as  Mathematical development and Personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity. The differences in these results is supported by Howe (2006) who states that across the world being hungry and requiring to meet the basic need for food and water limits 32 percent of children 5 and under worldwide. Howe (2006) suggests that these children will “ never grow to their genetic potential, may never achieve their full mental capacity”. Furthermore Kellogg’s (No date) found that on a survey of 700 teachers within England and Wales, 2.4 children in every class in England and Wales arrive at school  hungry every week at least once, and that if a child arrives hungry once every week, the affect it can have on their learning can equate to 70% of a term being lost over their whole primary education. To combat this hunger Butler (2012) states that one sixth of primary school teachers are spending £25 a month to ensure hungry children are getting fed. This is supported further by Hoxworth (2018) who highlights that when children are hungry they are not able to remain focused on their learning and their ability to maintain attention is depleted. Hoxworth (2018) goes on to state that an individual learner who is fed and ready to learn enters the classroom and are more likely to join in and contribute whilst being less likely to disrupt the learning area with bad behaviour.
After evaluating and reviewing the methods of assessment that are used to provide evidence for developmental progress within play based curriculums, the evidence suggests that to ensure the best standard of delivery of the curriculum and it’s assessments, the knowledge of practitioners is paramount to any success. Whether it be through the practitioners understanding of the need to asses correctly and accurately. The best techniques that can be used and when to use them for each individual child, or the understanding that each child and their background and culture, can have an affect on their learning and the results they produce in an assessment. If these aspects are fully understood then it allows for the opportunity for a more accurate assessment process. With this will come a better more precise reading of each individual unique child’s development at the given timeframe the assessment took place.































Use it or Lose it: Why we should be taking advantage of our school playing fields within the Early Years: 

Do you work in a school or have children that are lucky enough to have access to school playing fields in their school? Furthermore are those playing fields used significantly enough or every now and again? If the answer to either or both these questions is yes then you can count yourself lucky. According to Busby (2019) since the turn of the decade in 2010 the government has given the seal of approval for 215 school playing fields in England alone to be sold. This is in contrast to ministers throughout that time during the Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition government agreeing they would aim to protect the playing fields of schools (Vasagar and Herbert, 2012). 
So what is being suggested? Something simple, and easy. We play in the fields that the schools  still possess.
Within the Foundation phase in Wales the practitioners are tasked with delivering a pedagogical play based curriculum. According to  Cutter-Mackenzie et al. (2014) a play based curriculum is one that sees the use of play being used for the focal point to promote learning within young children. 
Play is so valuable  to young children that the UNCRC has its own specific article devoted to it, Article 31 states every child have the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of activities (UNICEF, No date). Accessing play is beneficial for healthy  development within children, it allows for brain development, dexterity and physical improvements and allows imagination and creativity to occur (Ginsburg 2007, p183).
Donaldson (2015) states that to have children fully engaged in their learning , learners require a stimulating area for learning to take place, which can allow them to explore and experiment with ideas whilst working with fellow learners.  Bilton (2010) suggests that by allowing play to take place on our playing fields, it will allow young children to become healthier by being able to move more whilst also learning how to become comfortable in learning and improving their movement skills. This is supported by Ouvry and Furtado (2020) who state that playing outside has risks however those risks of playing outside allows young children to test what their bodies  are physically able to accomplish. This is supported by Toole (No date) who suggests that playing outdoors offers young children the chance to test out  the environment and themselves to figure out what they are comfortable to do, whilst also learning how to risks and build their self-confidence and resilience. Furthermore Coe (2017)  indicates that by experiencing play in outdoor environments  the opportunity of taking risks through outdoor play boosts the development of co-ordination and promote their motor development. Cameron et al. (2016) supports this and suggests that children who have developed their motor skills will be  able to use pens and pencils to write when back in the classroom and  are more likely to have an advantage to learn in school. Cameron et al. goes on to  suggest that  the children who struggle with basic movements are more likely to feel challenged when in class or even suffer anxiety. 
[image: ]When thinking about how practitioners aim to implement a play based curriculum, the benefits the outdoor environment brings to the health of the young children it is aimed at should be considered. According to Becker et al. (2018) children who had an increased access to play opportunities outdoors are more fit and active which can result in the early years children who have the opportunity to experience play in the outdoors from preschool being more likely to reduce their body mass index which will help reduce the chance of becoming obese later like life (Ansari, Pettit and Gershoff, 2015). This is a major concern in Wales at the moment as the graph below demonstrates (Public Health Wales, 2019). 

This graph supports Beynon and Bailey (2019) who stated that in Wales alone the ratio of children aged between 4 and 5 years who are obese is one in eight. However this can be combated by allowing the children of the early years  to take their play experience into the great outdoors. According to the World Health Organisation (No date)  combating  childhood obesity “requires sustained political commitment”  but the practitioners of Wales can help by using the outdoors that is available to them. By taking the play outside it allows children to be active and fight against becoming overweight and obese which can cause them to suffer health issues such as diabetes, musculoskeletal issues and asthma,  which are issues that can decrease their quality of life later on (Davies, 2019) and after all it is our role as practitioners to ensure our learners become  “healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Welsh Government, 2020b). 
Learning through play and learning outside is not a new idea, in fact Freidrich Froebel’s idea of taking children’s play and giving it educational purpose occurred in the 19th century and this pioneering idea spread from Germany across Europe and to America (Bruce, 2012).  Tovey (No date) states that Froebel’s idea was to have a place where children could learn and grow at their own speed, in a garden which would allow them to grow like the plants within it and develop through play and exploration. Froebel is not the only advocate for learning outdoors though, there is also Susan Isaacs who according to Garrick (2009) at her Malting house in Cambridge in 1924 allowed the young children aged between 2 and 8 years old to experience play through outdoor areas that were amply resourced to encourage and stimulate thinking in different ways. Whilst even more recently the emergence of the Udeskole concept  in Scandinavian countries which offers compulsory outside of school classroom experiences on a regular basis for those aged 7 to 16 years old (Bentsen ,2013). Waite, Bølling and Bentsen (2016) put forward the idea that in Denmark in particular, Udeskole is not specifically mentioned within the curriculum but it is the practitioners and the use of their initiative and enthusiastic attitude that allows them to embrace their local environments and make the move to include more time to use the environments as learning and play spaces.  I hope by reading this, your opinion of using the outside environment to help deliver a play based curriculum has been altered.  Let us practitioners ensure the fields that are left are being utilised to help children progress in all areas of their development whilst promoting the outdoors for the future generation.
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Over a quarter of children in Wales are overweight or obese, including 12.4%
that are obese. There has been little change in the prevalence since 2012/13
although there has been an increase in the most recent period.
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