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	Activity Plan

	
Activity: Winter tidy up of the garden, plant late bulbs, free play with natural resources found in the garden.


	
Number of children: 10

	
Age of children: Rec/Y1/Y2
	
Number of adults: 2/3

	
Location:
Outdoor Sensory Garden
	
Preparation time: 10-15 mins
	
Activity time: 1 hour

	
Resources: Brushes, trowels, children’s gardening gloves, large bag of compost, selection of bulbs such as lilies, gladioli, and seeds.  Selection of different size pots – plastic and ceramic, balls of garden string/jute, leaves that have fallen from the overhanging trees, twigs and stones.  Raised bed with a mixture of soil and loose compost. 


	
Aim/s of activity: For each child to understand how to prepare for and plant bulbs in soil, begin to understand sharing items equally between each other and estimate and decide as a group how many bulbs/ seeds can be planted in the space available.  Children to see and count objects up to 10 or 20 according to the Foundation Phase Framework, Welsh Gov (2015).  To hear and start to use relevant language such as more /less than, equal to. Smaller groups of children to explore and investigate variety of gardening resources including different sized plastic pots.


	
Links to outcomes: The activity links to statements in Progression Steps 1 in the Descriptions of Learning outcomes for mathematics and numeracy outlined in the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Gov, 2020a).  For example, grouping and sharing objects to make equal-sized groups, one to one correspondence, exploring movement and direction and the language used to describe position.  The activity also links to the Four Purposes – through the practical activity children can, ask questions and enjoy solving problems, lead and play different roles in teams effectively and responsibly and use number effectively in different contexts (Welsh Gov, 2020b). 


	
Differentiation: Reception children and some Year 1 children are to be involved in sorting, counting and sharing up to 10 items.  The Year 2 children encouraged to explore groups of up to 20.  One to one adult to support child with ASD to keep focused and on task if required.


	
Health and safety: A risk assessment to be completed to include consideration for adaptions needed due to adverse weather (for example changing into wellies and waterproofs).  It should assess the safety of the garden area (for example ensuring there is no loose wires or sharp tools left out) and ensure that all adults supervising are aware of potential risks or hazards. At least one adult should be First Aid Trained.



	
Role of adult/adults: To set out equipment/resources and ensure they are accessible and inviting for the children and in good condition to use.  Introduce and discuss with children the challenge of planting the bulbs, how many and where.  To facilitate the children’s interest in the natural resources available by using open ended questions. 



	
The activity: A group of up to 10 children of mixed ages from Reception to Y2 will be given the challenge to select and sort equally and fairly between them a variety of bulbs and plant them in the raised beds of the sensory garden.  

To ensure there is space for the children to work, the group will be split into two, so five children will be planting and the other children are given the opportunity to explore the rest of the garden.  These children will have access to loose parts – a large selection of plastic plant pots of various shapes and sizes, garden string and the natural resources that are found on the floor of the garden.  They will also have access to brushes.

The planting group will have some basic direction from the adult working with them but will be encouraged to discuss and work together to make decisions regarding the bulbs.

The other group will be child led so that the resources can be investigated and experimented with as the children’s curiosity takes them.  













Section 2 – Evaluation of Activity plan
When evaluating the Activity Plan in section 1, a positive aspect and strength is that the activity includes children from a range of ages across the Foundation Phase from 4 to 7 years old.  This could provide opportunity for the children to interact and observe each other therefore benefit from peer learning as suggested by Vygotsky’s theory of a Zone of Proximal Development by Jarvis, George and Holland (2013) where, a more able child could have an influence on another.   In agreement, Abtahi (2018) expands on and uses Vygotsky’s theory by researching how pupils can work together to problem solve and how suitable tools can aid this learning process.   The difference in ages also gives opportunity for the older children to build on the knowledge they may already have, revisit and discover new concepts.  This links to the Froebel idea of being connected, having close relationships and learning from each other while building on existing experience and interests (Tovey, 2020). 
The Activity Plan is based outdoors in the school sensory garden.  The benefit of learning outdoors is that it provides the opportunity to experience a range of different and rich resources (Thornton and Brunton, 2010) and for children to make practical links to what they know. Welsh Government (2009) agree, stating that by being outdoors children can develop problem solving skills through access to a variety of natural, real resources.  Being outdoors also provides the chance for children to experience and create on a larger scale than they would inside, according to Robertson in Learning through Landscapes (2011).   Garden Based Education (2009) goes on to suggest that outdoors learning engages the body as a whole, therefore promoting use of all senses and contributing to children retaining what they have learnt for longer.  By embracing the outdoor space for physical learning, it could be argued that this encourages creativity.  Robinson (2006) highlights the importance of nurturing creativity and how practitioners should acknowledge that children need freedom to express themselves and discover their talents.    
When evaluating the resources used it would have been beneficial to add foam or laminated numbers with dots under as representations, to the small plastic pots to encourage counting and relating numbers to amounts. Beeley (2013) explains that children need the opportunity to practice the skill of counting in different ways and by adding numbers, children need, according to Robertson (2017) to see these so that they can connect and recognise symbols with practical experience. The plastic pots are beneficial in supporting child led activity and exploration through heuristic play which according to Community Play Things (2021) supports the development of cognitive skills through fine motor and hand eye coordination.  Pitchford et al (2016) confirms that “a carefully structured play-based approach in the early years would simultaneously support fine motor skills and the development of number sense, through children’s interactions with objects and their environment” (Pitchford et al. 2016 pp14).   
On reflection, the resources could also have included rulers marked with cm for the older or more able children, which would help support their extended learning.  This would link to how Abtahi (2018) discusses the use of tools and how they can contribute to children who are more capable, having the opportunity to help and guide the other children in the group with their prior knowledge of measuring. 
The health and safety section of the activity plan has mentioned completion of a risk assessment but could go further to discuss benefit-risk assessments as mentioned by Health and Safety Executive (2012) where children are made aware of the risks but also allowed the benefit from exploring, investigating and climbing.  This is supported by Outdoor Learning Wales (2014) to promote risk that is managed so that children are exposed to risk and can benefit from challenging themselves and learning to make judgements without feeling they cannot cope.  
A weakness of the Activity Plan when looking at the time allocated and the Aims, if rotating children between the planting activity and loose parts play, there could be a danger that adults may pull children away from being engrossed in their own play.  According to Bottrill (2018) children need at least 45 minutes to enable them to be fully engaged in their play where deep learning can happen.  The time on this activity is 1 hour, during which children are expected to have the opportunity to participate in free play as well as a more adult led activity.  It could be suggested therefore that the time allowed on the Activity plan should be flexible to consider purposeful, concentrated child led learning which is also recommended by Welsh Gov (2015) in the Foundation Phase Framework.   
When evaluating the role of the adult section of the activity plan, there is mention of adults taking responsibility for the resources and guiding the children through the activity, however, there is no reference to adults observing and assessing.  Through observation, according to Robertson (2017), adults should notice and use the opportunity for teaching in the moment, perhaps through mathematical language or encouraging learning from mistakes.  The attitude of the adult has not been discussed on the activity plan or the opportunity to involve parents.  Welsh Gov (2009) suggests that positive attitudes towards learning (including maths) from both practitioner and parents are crucial in the development of self-esteem and confidence in children.  Bilton (2020) finds that an adult’s own childhood experience of being outdoors will impact on their attitude towards outdoor activities, either in a positive or negative way.  It could be considered then that the activity plan should highlight the need for a positive approach from the adults involved and ensure that the adults use the opportunity to communicate the enjoyment of being outdoors to the children.   

Section 3 – Resources  
The resources used in the activity plan are a mixture of natural materials and man-made tools and loose parts.  According to Tucker (2014), natural resources can offer the flexibility of being used in different areas of the curriculum with opportunities for children to be creative.  In agreement with this, Learning through Landscapes (ND) suggests that natural resources can be used to support numeracy through counting, sorting, creating patterns and comparing.  The non-specific nature of natural resources, meaning their uses are open-ended, gives children the freedom to follow their own exploration and become agents of their own learning.  This is demonstrated in an example given by Tucker (2014) where a practitioner observed children creating an investigation of sticks and discovering how to space them equally.  The availability and range of natural resources however, can depend on the local area (Learning Through Landscapes, ND) therefore practitioners may need to take this into consideration when planning activities using these resources.
However, loose parts also offer opportunity for open-ended play and mathematical exploration according to Wilding (2020) and can be either natural, recycled or a combination of both as long as there are plenty.  Bruce (2011) describes this exploration as heuristic play, where objects can be used and manipulated in as many ways as a child can imagine.  The benefits of loose parts such as the plastic pots used in the activity plan, are that because they do not have one purpose only, they offer creative and exciting possibilities for a child to get deep, first-hand experience of the materials (Community Play Things, 2015).  Froebel believed (Tovey, 2020) that children can go on to make connections to real life, through resources that provoke wonder and provide exploration of mathematical concepts alongside the holistic development of the child. 
The use of gardening tools in the activity plan offers the opportunity for children to learn how to use the tools safely therefore developing new skills. Thornton and Brunton (2010) emphasise the importance of teaching children these skills through modelling.  This will create an environment where children are comfortable to experiment and practice their fine and gross motor skills.  In Denmark, children in kindergarten are shown how to use tools including knives correctly to develop their interaction with natural materials and resources around them (Denmark’s Forest Kindergartens, 2016).        
Natural resources have been shown to provide open-ended mathematical learning, which can support the different approaches that children learn – visually, physically and through hearing for example (Thornton and Brunton, 2010).  However, Wing (2016) argues that equipment and resources that are mathematic specific such as Numicon are needed throughout the classroom environment to encourage children to make connections in numeracy.  Wing (2016) goes on to say that by incorporating numbers alongside resources like Numicon and with everyday equipment, for example to label drawers, or with baskets of small objects to count, children can begin to identify the amounts with what the number looks like.  These specific resources, although perhaps on their own do not inspire creativity, could be used, according to Beeley (2013), to count and relate numbers within practical activities as mentioned in the evaluation of the activity plan.     





Section 4 – Role of the Adult
The role of the adult within children’s mathematical development is broad and varied.
As set out in the activity plan the practitioner has various key roles, including consideration and preparation of the environment/space and ensuring that resources are available and in good condition.  Thornton and Brunton (2010) highlight how the display and arrangement of resources in an attractive way can influence and encourage children’s creativity.  This supports the recommendations made by Donaldson (2015) in the Welsh curriculum review:
In order to fully engage with learning, children and young people require rich, stimulating environments where they can explore and experiment with ideas and resources, collaborate actively with their peers and make dynamic connections with a clear sense of purpose to construct meaning (Donaldson, 2015, pp.66).        
There are informal learning opportunities shown in the activity plan, of which the adults involved have an important role to play.  According to Baroody, Lai and Mix (2006), having the opportunity to develop mathematical knowledge informally is essential for children to gain confidence in skills such as problem solving, and therefore establish a secure starting point for more formal maths understanding.  For example, the adults and children may be discussing the practical challenge of how many bulbs each child can plant and where.  During this discussion, the adult can facilitate the use of mathematical language, to encourage metacognitive thinking - discovering alongside the children as explorers together which can prompt further learning.  
However, it is not only practitioners in settings that can encourage mathematical learning through informal situations. Parents and carers including the extended family can support children’s understanding of mathematics in everyday activities.  For example, Bottrill (2018) suggests encouraging parents to weave maths into games played in the car such as memory games and counting games or at bedtime.  This can also extend further to include a child’s experience outside of the home, as described by Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (Ashiabi and O’Neal, 2015) for example if a child goes to the shops to spend pocket money and the shop keeper counts out their change.    
The approach of shared learning is used in the Reggio Emilia approach where Thornton and Brunton (2010) explain the adult role in creating a situation where children are comfortable in asking questions and where the adult can model critical thinking through careful listening and enquiry.  By using questions that provoke further curiosity, as suggested by Thornton and Brunton (2010) such as “I wonder which way would work better…?” and “Wow, did you see what happens if…?” the adult can inspire children to notice and wonder about the world around them.  This links to the implementation of the New Curriculum for Wales where within the Four Purposes one of the aims is to develop children that “are ambitious, capable learners who: are questioning and enjoy solving problems” (Welsh Gov, 2020b).   Working together to investigate and wonder, can open up new ideas and enquiry according to Bottrill (2018).  An adult that is truly excited and interested in what the child is interested in can then use that to plan and further extend an activity.  To be effective in supporting and extending children’s learning, according to Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015), there should be quality adult interactions with children.  This can be done through sustained shared thinking (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015) where the adult is aware of the child’s needs and sensitively recognises and responds to them.
Through observation and listening the adult can notice and act on what is taking the child’s interest.  Bruce (2011) comments that through play, children are able to be curious and take a risk in their learning through the confidence that the adult gives them ensuring they feel safe enough to make mistakes.  The ability to learn from mistakes and build resilience which develops self-esteem as highlighted by Welsh Gov (2015) in the Foundation Phase Framework, contributes to the holistic development of the child.  The adult can use observations to monitor and assess children’s progress.  Lindon (2010) explains that an adult that reflects on their observations and assessments can use these to inform how they can extend a child’s learning, focus on a particular skill that needs support but always keeping the holistic development of the child in mind.  Continuing from this, Anthony and Walshaw (2009) highlight how some children can easily be overlooked unless the adult ensures that they are noticing the child’s individual needs and responding, using assessment to “inform teaching and learning” (Anthony and Walshaw, 2009, p. 112). 
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