It is important when looking at the implications of the environment in supporting and challenging young children’s learning to consider the various aspects of an environment; from the physical to the social and mental environments that surround a child as they go about their day. Vygotsky expressed the importance of children interacting with their environment (Vygotsky, 1978) and when children are able to play within their environment they learn (Bohling et al, 2010).
Bilton (2002) explains how the physical indoor and outdoor environment is a key aspect of a child’s growth as it encompasses the various things that they encounter throughout their day. It also considers various aspects of where they spend their time; including the furniture, natural light, the equipment and how a room is set up. According to Kaplan-Sanoff (2002), a child’s physical environment should be stimulating so that it promotes physical activity, an interest in learning, motivates a child and encourages social development. The practitioner should be the focus of the environment; ensuring that it is inviting and challenging as well as creating limits and providing support to the children.
The Welsh Government agrees that providing a play-based environment supports children to learn and develop through playing and first-hand experiences (Welsh Government, 2015) and early years settings in Wales are regulated to ensure that they implement the Foundation Phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2016). However, this publication states that the curriculum is for children aged 4-7 years but early years settings are still expected to deliver it. According to Public Health Wales (2017), the first 1000 days are the most significant for a child. It is when their brain develops the most and they need to be in a safe and nurturing home environment; not in a setting that is curriculum based with outcomes; although it is recognised that health records provided to newborn babies provide families with a checklist of what their child should be doing at certain ages (Parents Insight Report, 2017). 

The importance of the child’s voice and their right to play in whatever way they want to (UNCRC, 1989) has been recognised and this is reflected through the Foundation Phase curriculum (Wainwright et al, 2016, DCELLS, 2008). The practitioner has a duty of care to observe the children and to use their observations in order to plan activities and provide specific opportunities for each child. Therefore, the environment is set up to support a child to learn and develop whilst they play. Within schools, children have a structured day that allows for free-choice play in their routines. Practitioners implementing the Foundation Phase are required to plan a curriculum that considers the skills children need to grow and develop. They are required to find a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those led by the adult. The Foundation Phase Framework emphasises how a well-planned curriculum provides children with the opportunities to be involved in their own learning and builds on the knowledge they already have, what they can do, their interests and what they understand. Research by Mashburn et al (2008) suggests that these high-quality environments play an important role in supporting children to learn and develop. Therefore, practitioners implement the Foundation Phase Framework in the belief that they can support each child to meet their developmental targets and through a child being able to choose their own activity based on what interests and motivates them, it is suggested that they are participating and initiating their own play (Welsh Government, 2015). Research has shown that children will learn better when practitioners support a child’s learning in this way (Chien et al, 2010, Vitiello et al, 2012). 
However, the curriculum is not necessarily being practised according to policy. According to the Foundation Phase Action Plan by the Welsh Government (2015) the degree to which the Foundation Phase is practised across settings varies considerably and this is having an effect on the attainment of children. It is recommended that more training is needed for practitioners so that they deliver the Foundation Phase effectively in line with its pedagogy, whilst more needs to be done to support children who are living in poverty in order to raise their attainment levels. Donaldson (2015) agrees with this in his review of the curriculum and suggested that there needs to be more support to practitioners.

According to Vitiello et al (2012), when a child chooses their own activity, rather than the practitioners’; they tend to be more engaged in what they are doing, because it is their interests that led them to the activity in the first place. Vitiello et al (2012) suggested that an environment that allows children to follow their own interests supports their learning and development further. In their research; Wainwright et al (2016) suggests that the learning environment is a key aspect of the Foundation Phase curriculum and should therefore be carefully planned with a balance between child-initiated activities and adult-initiated activities in order to have a positive impact on a child’s learning. It is important that these activities are based on the child’s interests so that children co-construct their environment. 
However, it needs to be noted that Wainwright et al’s research was conducted in schools in Wales and did not include early years settings where the Foundation Phase is also implemented. In addition, it does not focus on a child’s developmental progress; rather it focuses on the outcomes that they should be reaching at different ages. The curriculum recognises that children learn and develop at different stages; but it does not allow them to develop at their own pace. Estyn (2011) recognised this and whilst the curriculum acknowledges that children need to be able to play to support their own learning through a well-planned curriculum, Estyn (2011) reported that some schools were not doing enough to plan the environment appropriately in order for children to have the best opportunities and experiences. Practitioners are expected to engage with children in a number of ways as well as creating different areas within the environment so that the children can make independent choices.
Moyles (2010) believes that play is considered to be something that a child does when they are free to explore as they want; using their own imaginations and creativity. Therefore, it needs to be considered the extent to which the child chooses their own play and learning when certain activities and experiences are pre-planned. The practitioner has created the environment expecting specific outcomes and thus overpowered the child’s motivations; so, the child has not necessarily fully immersed themselves in the experience in a way they would have, had they initiated the experience for themselves (Goouch, 2010). This idea has been developed further by Croke and Williams (2015) whose research has questioned the extent to which children participate in their learning and if they initiate their own learning when the environment is already created. This research formed the basis for Spatially Democratic Pedagogy (Clement 2018) which explored how children participated in their environment when following their own interests. The research found how the children were able to take on different roles as they created their own space and designed the area they wanted; including that of a “problem-solver, teacher, architect and negotiator” (Clement, 2019). The research concluded that whilst children’s rights are a focus in Wales and children’s participation is well-established (Croke and Williams, 2015), more needs to be done in order to ensure that children are at the heart of their environment. Furthermore, a child’s participation in the construction of their learning space is imperative for their learning and development (Clement, 2019).
Clements’ research however was conducted with six children and their teacher in a school classroom. This is not a true reflection of a school environment and therefore the research may have been affected by this as the dynamics of the classroom would have been different and therefore the children would have responded differently (Robert-Holmes, 2011).

According to Froebel, “the role of the practitioner is critical in planning and resourcing the environments” in order to support a child’s self-confidence and independence (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2016, p.23). He believed practitioners were central to the environment and not just in the background. Although Froebel believed that children should be active in their learning, his concept argued that activities and opportunities should be planned for each individual child so that the child is motivated to learn about the world in which they live and would therefore follow their own interests and creativity in order to learn through exploring independently. Froebel’s natural open-ended resources which he referred to as gifts were designed specifically to support a child’s self-initiated play (Early Education, 2019). Nevertheless, it needs to be considered to what extent Froebel’s theory and gifts support a child’s participation when his gifts were designed to be used in an environment that is created by the practitioners and encourages children to take part in a specific activity. This therefore could be viewed as being adult-led and is in contrast to Clement’s research (2019) who concluded that a child’s participation in the designing of their environment is imperative for their learning and development. 
In this context it is important to consider the meaning of play and how that can impact a child’s participation in their environment. According to Andrews (2012), play is personal to each individual as childhood memories are formed and ideas of play have been determined; such as playing in the park, garden or with friends. However, according to the Concise Oxford English Dictionary (2001); play is defined as engaging “in games or other activities for enjoyment rather than for a serious or practical purpose.” This makes play seem almost inconsequential and unimportant (Andrews, 2012). However, Moyles (1994, p.5) believes that play is a process that follows a pattern of “motivations, opportunities, practices, skills and understandings” and that rather than children being in or out of play; they are playing in different degrees (Moyles, 1994). A playful learning environment is recognised across Wales through the early years curriculum as imperative to a child’s learning and development; however, the extent to which play is implemented through child-led activities and a playful environment is varied (Moyles, 2010).
Moyles (2010) proposes that it is almost impossible to define play as a word in its own right. The term play combines different aspects of play and consists of many elements and relates more to how play is interpreted by the person playing. A child who sits at a table with paper and uses a pen to make marks may view the activity as ‘work’; however a child who is sitting on the floor with the sand tray and writes her name in the sand will view this activity as playing. Whilst play to the practitioner may not appear to have any meaning or value, it is always purposeful for the child (Smidt, 2010). In addition, Isaac (1929) acknowledged that play for a child is “indeed the child’s work” (Isaac, 1929, p.9) after she observed children engaging in various activities and acknowledged the impact it had on their development and was therefore more than an activity purely for enjoyment. It can be argued therefore, that although the environment has been set up by practitioners implementing the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015), a child choosing how to go about their activity and creating their own experiences is still a child at play – exploring and experimenting and therefore learning and supporting their development in a staged environment.
Andrews (2012) argues that if play is initiated by an adult this has removed the power from the child and is therefore not play. The Playwork Foundation (2019) believes that play is about recognising children’s rights and allowing them to control their opportunities and experiences; an adult should only be involved when invited by a child. According to Play Wales (2019), there are very few opportunities for children today to be able to play independently of adults within Wales. Therefore, they believe in supporting children in an environment where a child can create their own play; ensuring it is inclusive so that all children can have the opportunities to create whatever they want. Furthermore, they believe that play should not be directed or organised and an adult should only intervene if there be a concern for the safety or welfare of a child. They believe practitioners should protect and enhance the play space in order to create a “rich play environment” where a child can extend their play freely and on their own (Play Wales. 2019). This environment would have endless opportunities and possibilities for children to create, invent and explore. They would have space to move as they want, and they would be able to choose whether they want to play alone or with others. A rich play environment would provide natural materials and resources that have endless possibilities so that children can manipulate them and move them or adapt them as they please (Play Wales, 2019).
Maxwell et al (2008) also recognises that the inclusion of loose parts within the environment supports a child’s creativity and develops their imaginations and independence. Nicholson (1971) believed that when children were given specific materials that are designed to be played with in a certain way; their imaginations and creativity were not stimulated. Therefore, children were not involved in the creating process and were not experiencing the fun or learning that should come with it. Nicholson’s idea of loose parts is any resource or material which can be moved, carried, combined, redesigned, lined up, taken apart and put back together so that it empowers a creative imagination. This moves away from the idea of structured and pre planned play because children are free to choose what they want to play with in their environment and in addition they could make it into anything they want. Nicholson believed that children should be enabled to participate in loose parts play in both the indoor and the outdoor environment. Through this type of play a child is able to have fun and experiment as they want to – and not through direction by an adult. 
Early childhood educator Gerber (2013) also believed that children should be allowed to be independent learners and interact with play objects. These objects could be anything natural in the environment which would afford children unlimited play possibilities that could be manipulated over and over again as the child desired. She suggested that such play objects were essential as they allow children to be in control of their environment (Gerber, 2013). Daly and Beloglovsky (2016) agree that when children interact with appealing open-ended materials that can be transformed; they are more engaged and therefore they spend longer exploring and playing. However, they also consider the role of the adult to be important in setting up the environment with loose parts (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015). They believe that the practitioner can incorporate loose parts into a child’s environment in a way that will promote their curiosity and motivation to discover; as opposed to merely displaying them on a shelf. They suggest that the practitioner takes into account the function, accessibility, quantity, space, texture, colour and transparency of the resources and the environment in order to ensure they provide opportunities for the children to explore play on their own terms rather than overstimulating them and limiting their activities (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015). Therefore, although the practitioner is creating the environment in order to attract the children to play; the child’s environment is equipped with materials and resources that will allow them to be in control of their environment and their play.
Nicholson (1971) suggested that an open-ended environment with loose parts fosters a child’s learning because it provides children with the opportunity to play independently and to experience problem solving and critical thinking as they create their own play and implement their own ideas and find out what works. Nicholson believed in nurturing and empowering a child’s natural creativity. An observation at Lyons Early Childhood School reflected this when they introduced a loose parts play programme to the children. The school substituted traditional toys with a variety of loose parts that included bicycle parts and steering wheels. The teacher described how much the children enjoyed the experience; “the main thing is that it's their choice what they do with it and what they create, what they're curious about… it's about actually letting them have the choice to do with it what they want” (Lester and Clark, 2016). However, this observation was carried out during planned time outdoors and was specifically set up to see how the children would respond and interact with the re-designed outdoor area. Therefore, the children did not choose to play with the loose parts on their own accord; rather they were directed by the adult to engage in the activity without any other alternative.

Nicholson’s theory also supports the Reggio Emilia approach through offering a child a wider range of possibilities. When children are able to play with loose parts, the resources can be anything they want them to be; their experiences will be richer (Early Childhood Today, 2001). The Reggio approach places an importance on a child’s environment in supporting a child’s play, learning and development. The environment needs to be warm and welcoming, tidy and calm and it also needs to contain “open ended resources and equipment” in order to encourage curiosity, creativity and communication” (Thornton and Brunton, 2009). The environment needs to offer a range of affordances to stimulate a child’s play and therefore needs to be more than an empty space because children need prompts in order to play with the environment. Furthermore, there needs to be input from practitioners in setting up the environment; which is perceived as the third teacher, because if there were nothing there then there would be nothing to stimulate a child’s play (Early Childhood Today, 2001). 
Creating this learning environment in the outdoors as well as the indoors, is fundamental to a child’s learning and development according to Johnson et al (2010) who recognises that the curriculums used across early years settings and schools require children to meet specific developmental tasks such as risk taking and gross motor development. According to Bento and Dias (2017), it is not enough for children to merely use the outdoor environment where there is just an enclosed area attached to the class in order to burn some energy, stretch their legs or have a break from their learning indoors. Rather; the outdoors needs to be seen as another classroom where children’s learning and development can be fulfilled through unstructured play in a constantly changing environment in the natural elements (White, 2008). White suggests that engagement with the natural elements such as water and soil support children’s learning of science and mathematics in numerous ways as they are open-ended materials that can be influenced. It is important that practitioners ensure these elements are readily available to the children but that they do not control the opportunities and activities accessible by the children (Dyment and Bell, 2008). Moreover, the practitioner’s role is to facilitate the learning by ensuring a quality outdoor provision where there are materials and resources that would motivate a child to explore and experiment spontaneously (Bento and Dias, 2017). 
According to Wardle (1989), a high-quality environment needs to contain a variety of resources and equipment in order to stimulate children. Prescott (1994) groups these materials and resources into complexity levels; ranging from simple to super complex; with soil being a simple material but soil, water and a spade to be of a super complex level. Wardle (1999) suggests that these super complex materials and resources provide more play and learning opportunities for children. To a certain extent therefore, an open-ended environment needs to be set up by an adult and be adult led in order to provide learning opportunities for children (Thornton and Brunton, 2009) because without the adult providing the spade, the environment would contain merely simple equipment. Yet, according to Mangan (2013), this is not necessary, and children do not need practitioners to provide further materials and resources other than those natural elements found in the natural outdoor environment. Kretchmar (2008) views play as an attitude that is adopted as something that a child desires; rather than something they have to do. Therefore, a child will play anywhere in any way they please because they want to and will therefore find their own way of playing. From having the freedom in a field to run, explore by a lake or chase fireflies in the evening, these are all ways children play without the need for any resources or equipment (Mangan, 2013).

Drake (2010) suggests that the role of the adult in a child’s environment is significant. As well as creating an environment that is well resourced with a variety of materials and opportunities for children to expand their learning and imaginations; the practitioner also needs to ensure that the child feels safe and secure, that they provide discipline and they support social and emotional skills. The environment also needs to support routines in order to promote a child’s wellbeing and positive behaviour. Drake (2010) explains how the environment needs to enable a child to experience positive and negative behaviours so that they learn what is appropriate behaviour and what is not. In order for this to happen, the practitioner needs to plan for observing and assessing the children to ensure the quality of the learning experiences. This mirrors the play-based curriculum in Wales where children are supported and encouraged to make their own choices and choose their play; but in an environment that has been created by the practitioner in order to complete developmental charts and assessments for the children to ensure they are reaching the relevant milestones (Welsh Government, 2015). According to Drake (2010), a child’s learning environment needs to have structure and routine in order to support their development. This also involves certain activities at certain times as well as timetabled outdoor play, set mealtimes and planned activities. However, research has shown that when play is timetabled and separate from each other; children who are engaged in play abandon it to go outside and therefore their learning is abruptly ended (Gura, 1992). Children are also expected to clear up first before moving onto another area or activity or before going outside. Therefore, a child’s learning is not progressive and stops at certain periods. Children need the freedom to play rather than having to readjust from one structured activity to another.

Therefore, it needs to be considered whether or not an environment can be child-led within a play-based curriculum when there is structure and routine. When practitioners are required to tick boxes and complete worksheets and tables to reflect a child’s progress; it is difficult for practitioners to be sure that they can reflect this if a child is engaged in free play and is not completing activities that are expected to help them achieve a certain outcome. According to Moyles (2010); it is possible to have a child-led environment where practitioners can continue to tick the required boxes and progress sheets through having a well-resourced environment. A well-resourced environment provides a positive learning environment to support a child’s learning and development (Moyles, 2010). This environment is created by the practitioner “who is influenced by their own beliefs and values and the relevant theoretical models they embrace” (Moyles; 2010, pg. 145). The practitioner has the knowledge and understanding they need of the learning environment in order to create a setting that will allow, encourage and motivate a child to play and learn because the environment is designed with their interests and needs in mind. According to Moyles (2010), an environment can be child-led, even though it may be planned out by the practitioner. It is suggested that the practitioner plan for the possibility of learning opportunities rather than specific activities. The planning is therefore seen as an outline for learning and the practitioner creates an environment that incorporates a particular theme but has a wide range of resources that are open-ended; all within a “broad learning objective” (Moyles, 2010, pg.97). When a child is engaged in their own play and they have the freedom to choose their own activities; their choices reflect their interests and what motivates them. When a practitioner recognises these interests and responds through ensuring an environment that is well-resourced to complement their interests; the adult in these situations are imperative to the child’s learning and development (Moyles, 2010).

Therefore, it is suggested that specific learning experiences are brought to the children within the environment by the practitioner. The children are then provided with new ideas and knowledge that they can incorporate into their play. The practitioner will ensure the well-resourced learning environment, so the child is free to choose their own activities and experiences and has the opportunities to develop new skills and build upon the knowledge from a specific learning experience. During this child initiated playful environment; there would be no restrictions imposed upon the children or the environment by the practitioner; unless there is a danger to a child or the playful learning interests of another child are compromised (Moyles, 2010, pg. 85). Although the adult in these environments have created the set up; the children are exploring independently and are able to freely chose what they want to do and therefore they make the environment their own (Moyles, 2010).
In order to see how children are able to create their own space, Broadhead and Burt (2012) created a space that they described as “the environment and its possibilities as perceived and engaged with from the child’s perspective” (Broadhead and Burt, 2012, pg. 142). They took an empty space in a playroom and simply put a canopy over the top of it. They merely observed the children and did not disrupt their play or interactions in any way. They observed the children over the course of the day and noted how they spent their day using this space freely and interacted with their environment on their own terms. By the end of the day, the group of children had completely transformed the area set up by the researchers and had created their own play space during their free play. The children had gathered a wide range of resources from across the room in order to support their activity and had used the materials in the way that they wanted. Therefore, although the research team had created a vacant space; the children made it their own and used a range of materials and resources that suited them to support their play and learning. They found that whilst children may have a playful attitude towards activities that are set up; these activities still do not allow for the play to become play in the deepest sense. The researchers saw how, in comparison, the more the children take over the activity and mix up the materials in their own creative way, the more the play begins to become theirs (Broadhead and Burt, 2012). This supports Clements (2019) research demonstrating how children extend their learning and development when they are involved in creating their own space rather than limiting their learning outcomes (Andrews, 2012).
It is evident that children learn best when they are fully engaged in their activities and experiences (Vitiello et al 2012). This happens when a child has followed their own interests and has created their own learning environment (Andrews, 2012). There are many different opinions on how a child’s environment should be created; however, it is important to recognise that when a child contributes and co-constructs their environment with the practitioner; this has a significant impact on their learning and development (Clements, 2019, Wainwright et al, 2016).
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