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Exploring perceptions of Play Based learning in the early years.
Introduction
What are the Early Years and why are they important?
According to Unicef (no date), the most remarkable moment in a child's life for growth and development occurs throughout the early years (0 to 8 years). During these years, the groundwork for all education is established. The NSPCC (No date) believe that the early experiences that happen during the early years have a special impact on a child's brain development, with long-term effects on both academic performance and health and wellness.
What is play?
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNRCR) describes the fundamental rights of all children, irrespective of their talents, race, or religion. Article 31 in particular protects a child's right to play stating each and every child has the right to unwind, play, and engage in a variety of artistic and cultural pursuits (UNICEF, 1989). 
The International Play Association (IPA), (2013) summarise this article with a definition of play; any behaviour, action, managed, and organized by children themselves. Additionally maintaining, play is voluntary, motivated by internal factors, and done for its own sake rather than as a way to achieve a goal (International Play Association, 2013). In addition to the above definition, Lillemyr, et al., (2013) offers further insight by suggesting that play is a universal activity that helps children make sense of the world around them by fostering interaction through a range of concepts, activities and ideas. 
Yee’s  (Yee, et al., 2022) systematic review of play is comparable with Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs. Maslow’s theory suggests that play is the driving force behind children's learning, when their material requirements are satisfied, play allows children to acquire knowledge and to develop positive character traits (Mcleod, 2024). Yogman, (2018) expands further stating that play is crucial for a child’s social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development, however, discusses the fact that socioeconomic barriers sometimes prevent children living in poverty from exercising their entitlement to playtime.
Among the various types of play are games and puzzles, pretend, fantasy or dramatic play, physical play, exploratory play with objects, constructive play, linguistic play, and outdoor play, all of which as  Alharbi and Alzahrani (2020) indicate develop children’s health, imagination, social-emotional competencies, language skills, and physical capacities. Additionally noting that observing a child in play gives the practitioner a good window of opportunity to identify and treat any health or developmental issues that children may display during play. 
Play Based Learning
Play Based Learning (PBL) incorporates many forms of indoor and outdoor playing including child-led activities including imaginative play and open-ended play, guided play and direct play. The continuum of playful learning as shown below in figure 1, demonstrates the varying degrees of adult-child collaboration in a playful activity (UNICEF, 2018).
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Figure 1: Continuum of play, (adapted from UNICEF, no date) 


The Education Endowment (2023), advise PBL is the suggested educational strategy in several national early childhood settings and an essential component of young children's experiences in early childhood settings. The (Welsh Government, 2022) in particular, supports this with their Foundation Phase framework which, promotes an immersive, play-based learning methodology where children's activities are balanced with practitioner-directed ones and the outdoor setting plays a crucial role in the learning and experience of the children (Wainwright, et al., 2019). 
Play is more than just a childhood activity, and this is strengthened by the research and theories that underly todays PBL. McLean, et al., (2023) for example shares a viewpoint very closely linked to the work of Fredrich Froebel (1782-1852), suggesting that play is a crucial aspect of childhood, influenced by culture and mediated by their surroundings. Froebel’s observations and research showed that children engage with their environment in ways that are enjoyable and aid in their understanding of it, even in the absence of toys (Cambridge Assessment International Education, no date). Gray, (2022) is another example of this, her article considers the work of Susan Issacs (1885-1948) who expanded on Frobel’s research to advocate young children’s play. According to Issacs, children learn more effectively through play if they are confident in their own skills. She further maintained that PBL can also aid children in various social interactions, enhancing their ability to adapt and deal with different situations including conflicts.  Wang and Zhao (2021) findings suggest this could be for the reason that instead of emphasizing problem-solving with clear answers, the PBL method fosters the growth of other desirable abilities and qualities, such as improved communication, teamwork, and information acquisition. Taylor and Boyer, (2019) rationalise that in addition to providing children with experiences that are developmentally appropriate, PBL fosters social-emotional growth by bringing together the various areas of children's lives from home, school, community, and the wider world  which ensures that learning is continuous and connected throughout and across various contexts. 
The immersive, social and hands-on learning that takes place through PBL is a natural fit with Vygotsky's theory of play. Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) was a renowned psychologist who emphasized the connection between play and cognitive development. The importance of the Zone of Proximal Development and the function of significant others in supporting a child's learning are highlighted by Vygotsky's play theory. He believed a child's environment and the people in it have a significant impact on their learning and cognitive development (Smolucha & Smolucha, 2021). Alharbi and Alzaharani, (2020) show findings from their bold report that support this theory, concluding that for children to gain new concepts and experiences about the world and for imagination to be sufficiently informed PBL is essential, thus rich experiences are required and should be facilitated by their caregiver and practitioner.
Strategies that establish a fun atmosphere, support children's interests, lead learning activities, and interact with children while they play are necessary for the effective use of PBL (Welsh Government, 2022). If the enabling adult has a blurred awareness of the need for play it could pose as a challenging task for enhancing and optimizing play experiences and opportunities that are needed for a child’s development (Wood & Cook, 2009). This is a shared view of many, Broadhead, et al., (2010) for example, believes that In order for practitioners to produce deep learning through play, they must first understand the importance of their meanings and goals for a child’s learning and development. In support of this view Murray, (2018) similarly recognises that having an understanding of the context in which their children play will leave them well-positioned to comprehend play and convey its importance of the benefit to children's lives in a broader context. 
Bubikoa et al. (2019), shows a methodical understanding of teachers' attitudes, viewpoints, and experiences with PBL. The findings are significant and pertinent to a wide range of policy agents, including practitioners, national policy stakeholders, parents, and—above all—children themselves. The findings also suggest that parental attitudes present difficulty in implementing PBL in numerous settings which comes from an ignorance of early childhood education strategies and misconceptions about play as a setting for many learning possibilities. The Education Hub (no date), offer insight to this stating that despite practitioner’s recommendations for PBL, parents in certain cultures place pressure on students to meet specific academic learning objectives. Teachers may find it challenging to include PBL into their lessons if parents do not support it. Nilsson et al., (2018) suggest reason stating many attitudes perceive play as an activity which occurs outside of the classroom when children are unsupervised by adults, albeit on their break/lunchtime, favouring a belief that learning can only occur when teachers instruct and teach the class. Comparable to this Baker, (2013) also discovered through a focus group that teachers recognise the need of play in their setting, but they had diverse interpretations of it. One teacher said there wasn't enough time in the day for play, many equated play as unstructured play and it simply wasn’t given the same priority as desk work.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk180397641]I propose a study to reconcile any contradictions and broaden our knowledge of PBL in the early years and to determine whether PBL creates a more engaging learning environment than a conventional classroom. There is an abundance of research that suggests that children come into the world with the desire to explore, play and make sense of the world they live in, however, by gaining a better grasp of what people consider play, as well as the theoretical and cultural factors that shaped their views, lays the groundwork for developing common understandings, leading to better learning outcomes for all. 

Methodology
What is Research
According to the Cambridge Dictionary (no date), research is a thorough investigation of a topic, particularly to find (new) knowledge or arrive at a (new) understanding.  Jain (2023), offers further insight to an explanation stating that research is technique of rigorous and methodical investigation intended to precisely examine and resolve particular topics or problems. The foundation of any research project is data collection, whether using the quantitative or qualitative approach or a mix of both (Triangulation), all are conducted using a paradigm which as Rehman and Alharti (2016) explain is an approach, model, or pattern used in research; it is how we comprehend and examine the world as it is. By following forementioned techniques this will help to build a deep understanding that makes a substantial contribution to the body of knowledge, enabling the researcher to shape an understanding of a conclusion.
For the purpose of an education setting Biesta et al. (2019) explains that investigating your practice has several advantages in the context of the discussion of what works and why, whether it is directly contributing to action research improvement or, more generally, learning more about topics that are relevant and of interest. Accordingly, research is necessary to determine whether, after a policy is put into effect concerning teacher preparation policies and procedures, everything is moving in the correct direction.
Quantitative
Quantitative research is used to test theories and provide answers to research problems. Thus, the aim of quantitative research as the work of Aliaga and Gunderson (2000, quoted in Lim, 2024, p.1), is to explain events using methods rooted in mathematics, particularly statistics. Lim (2024) further states that Quantitative research is our way of finding out the ‘why’ and the ‘what’. ‘Why’ being why are things important and the way things are? ‘What’ being the elements or components. Rana et al. (2021) offers further explanation stating that quantitative research can be used to summarize, identify trends, establish causal relationships, and extrapolate findings to larger populations. Therefore, it enables us to rate priorities, calculate effect sizes, assess the strength of relationships, and evaluate the quality of the evidence supporting effectiveness. According to Siripipatthanakul et al. (2023), when conducting quantitative research, the questionnaire is one of the main tools used. Using a variety of data collection methods and gathering information from several sources can improve the data's validity and dependability as well as its interpretation. In addition to questionnaires, observations are another effective tool. Observations in research can sit within both quantitative and qualitative paradigms meaning that they can be objective and subjective and a way for researchers to examine behaviour and trends that can be measured (School of Education, 2020).

Qualitative 
The goal of qualitative research as Hassan (2024) explores, is to gather and analyse non-numerical data in order to investigate and comprehend people's attitudes, behaviours, experiences, and beliefs. Research questions are addressed by analysing subjective data from sources like focus groups, interviews, observations, case studies, and questionnaires. According to (Neby, 2014, p. 96), qualitative research focuses considerably more on the mechanisms underlying behaviour and life experiences. Aspers and Corte (2019) rationalise this by asserting that qualitative research enables researchers to investigate phenomena in their natural environments in an effort to understand or interpret them in light of the meanings that individuals assign to them. 
Types of Methods
Both methodology approaches present a range of techniques, possibilities, and constraints. The goal of qualitative research is to gain a deeper understanding of a particular issue rather than to be numerically representative whereas objectivity is the main goal of quantitative research, which is particularly suitable when it is possible to gather quantifiable measurements of variables and conclusions from population samples (Almeida, et al., 2017). Despite their differing advantages and justifications, the two strategies are tools used to achieve the same goal through various methods. 
Chosen Methodology and Methods
The research question served as the foundation for defining the study's criteria, our initial guiding inquiry for the study was ‘Exploring perceptions of Play Based learning in the early years’. To cover a wide notion of play, the research was driven by the overall idea of play-based learning, which prompted articles including perspectives of play. Based upon the literature review and consideration of methodology, for the purpose of this study a mixed method triangulation approach would be a beneficial route. Triangulation is a technique for enhancing the validity and trustworthiness of study findings is triangulation, Noble and Heale (2019) claim it can assist in ensuring that basic biases resulting from the use of a single method or a single observer are overcome by mixing theories, methods, or observations. Therefore, combining methods together will give a greater understanding and insight into the what and whys. Furthermore, as (Mertens, 2024) discusses this approach combines the unique advantages and non-overlapping disadvantages of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Consequently, for the intention of the study it will help to build a better understanding into different perspectives of play. 
The study will be divided into areas with the aim of understanding the viewpoints on the importance of play and learning, as well as how practitioners plan and organize this in their classrooms. This will aid in analysing how children respond to different types of play. 
A mixed method approach will be adopted using a case study methodology, as this will provide the researcher with a more comprehensive understanding of the lived experiences of the participants in specific settings. Case studies employ many data types from either one study paradigm or another, they are by nature multimodal or mixed techniques (Hamilton, 2011). Despite frequently being seen as a component of qualitative research and methodology, case studies can also be quantitative or use a mix of quantitative and qualitative techniques (Starman, 2013). Regardless of the many benefits of a case study, they do drawer some criticism as Zainal (2007) explains, some of which are undertaken with only one subject offer very little foundation for scientific generalization. Additionally, Zainal (2007) states the case study method has also been criticized for its lack of discipline, which has led to researchers interpreting the data in a biased way. However, choosing a case study methodology in this instance will outweigh other methods as it will allow the researcher to oversee a wealth of real-life data, using various collection methods, resulting in quality research that supports the validation of the conclusions (Hamilton, 2011).
The study's success or failure depends on the sample's quality - sample meaning a group of people who take part in the study (George, 2021). Therefore, this study will be focused on children aged between 4-5 from different 3 schools in different catchment areas, for the reason that children at this age are especially open to symbolic and imaginative play (Rogers & Evans, 2007). The Researcher will consider the difficulties and achievements of play in each environment.
Interviews aim to comprehend the world from the perspective of the one being interviewed. They can be in the form of structured – closed questions or Semi-structured - open questions (Hobson & Townsend, 2010, p. 224). Therefore, semi-structured interviews will be a good way to gauge practitioners’ perspectives on play within the study. Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with each teacher in each setting.
Interview questions for data collection
1). How do you believe play contributes to children’s learning?
2). What problems have you encountered, enforcing a PBL approach?
3). Can you give me details of your class routine?
4). Do all children get the opportunity to play?
5). Why do you think it is important that children get the opportunity to play?
Observations will aid the study, with the aim of observing the children at play, the resources on offer and the way in which the setting is structured for learning, as well as to gain an insight into the role of the practitioner. The researcher will observe the practitioner in each setting along with observing the children at play. LaGarry (2019), suggests being apprehensive of how children are impacted by the environment and may behave or interact differently just by being there, this is called the Hawthorne effect, this is to say that judgments may be significantly distorted by behavioural changes that are ascribed to the Hawthorne effect. Observations will be taken via pen form as not to distract with the tapping sound of a laptop. They will be recorded via In the Moment Planning Sheets which as Nursery Resources (2019) suggest are very helpful when a child is centred. Every child has a distinct set of skills and aptitudes, therefore, by observing their choices and interactions the planners will help provide direct knowledge of this through the researcher’s recordings of it. In addition to planning sheets, activities and interactions can be captured via a digital video (smart phone), which the researcher can review when expanding field notes for additional perspective or confirmation (LaGarry, 2019). 
To determine what the children are learning, how they are responding, interacting, and engaging, the observation sample will include both guided and unguided play. Attention will also be paid to observing the indoor and outdoor play environments and resources. The objective will be to investigate how children's cognitive development evolves at every stage of play. Huang et al. (2023) suggests that diverse evaluation criteria should be utilised to observe children and practitioners, to prevent any prejudice brought on by the halo effect. The halo effect is the partiality for one particular quality or our appraisal of a person, to affect our assessment of other related qualities (Perera, 2023).

Ethical Considerations
According to the Cambridge Dictionary (no date), ethics refer to a set of widely held beliefs that govern conduct, particularly one that is morally based. 
In education terms every child should be acknowledged, valued, and safeguarded as a human being with rights as a distinct individual, according to the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989). Consequently, to make sure that children's understandings, ideas, and opinions are reflected as intended (Nolan, et al., 2013, p. 85), suggest that careful consideration must be given to the intended approach of research to be carried out. Article 3 of the UNCRC should be of particular interest when carrying out research particularly, when making decisions that could impact children, the best interests of the children must come first. Article 12 explains that children are entitled to express their thoughts and to have those opinions acknowledged and considered (UNICEF, 1989). Therefore, in consideration of this, the entire process of conducting research must be infused with ethics, including an ethic of care to all participating. Furthermore, respect for everyone involved in education research is encouraged by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical guidelines for educational research, which acknowledge and celebrate the variety of approaches in this field, such as ensuring no harm must come to partakers with an objective view throughout the process (BERA, 2024).
Consent
Prior to the commencement of the study, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) must approve and grant permission to enter the setting. The IRB are an ethics committee that focuses on what is desirable or undesirable, what is right or wrong, and whose main duty is to safeguard the rights and welfare of study participants (Amdur & Bankert, 2010). Once permission has been granted the next phase for the researcher will be to gain voluntary informed consent of all participants', that is the children, care givers and the practitioners.  As the research is taking place in a school setting the headteacher serves as the responsible adult responsible for safeguarding the children under their supervision. Therefore, permission is required from the head teacher to contact parents (Department for Education, no date). Taking the ethical considerations into account the head teacher will be informed of the research proposal and asked to respond using the standard written consent form to include all parents who wish to opt in and those out. It is imperative to explain the purpose of the study and the time commitment needed to participate. Ensuring that participants have received accurate information about the intended research and are able to comprehend it so they can make an informed decision about participating in it is all part of obtaining in consent (Department for Education, no date). Gaining consent of children is the next stage although sensitivity is required to the differing levels of understanding of the children (NSPCC, 2023). According to Head (2020), the ability of a child to provide informed consent and comprehend a certain method of research participation is a matter of fact rather than definition. A child's ability to give permission should always be considered. However, according to BERA it is imperative for researchers to maintain sensitivity and an open mind regarding the potential for participants to revoke their consent at any moment and for any cause. Lim (2024) states, while upholding moral principles of openness and permission, obtaining informed consent must be an ongoing procedure that requires attention to detail, in particular to children’s changing comfort levels and boundaries. Additionally to note Department for Education (no date), explain that consent should be obtained frequently from children due to their shorter attention spans and increased susceptibility to the interviewer effect, which could influence their desire to end the research session if they feel uncomfortable. Interviewer effect referring to possible biases brought on by the researcher (American Psychological Association, 2023). BERA dictate that it is important to use caution when deciding whether to utilize coercion, threat of any kind, or extra incentives to try to get a participant to re-engage should not be used.


Confidentiality 
In order to protect research participants, the researcher must make sure that the study is carried out in a secure, welcoming, and protective setting, and be prepared to respond to any safeguarding concerns. In Addition to this anonymity must be standard practice, BERA state conducting ethical research necessitates handling participant data appropriately. Researchers should acknowledge that all participants have a right to privacy parallel with the UK’s adopted version of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The Data Protection Act (2018), which is legislation that controls your rights to personal data, including how businesses manage it and the damages you can get if it is misused. (Data Protection Act , 2018). To prevent a breach of agreed confidentiality, researchers should make sure that material is stored securely following the strict ‘data protection principles’. Researchers must also acknowledge that all participants will be entitled to know what information is stored (UK Government, no date). With this in mind safeguarding also needs to be given careful consideration, any images, transcripts, recordings  or generally anything that appears in research needs to be anonymised. BERA stipulates that for secondary analysis, researchers should also make shareable, anonymized versions of their data, making participants aware beforehand. 
Safeguarding would be the only time confidentiality can be broken, according to Felzmann (2009), child protection laws may require researchers to violate confidentiality in children's study as they demand reporting concerns of child abuse. 
Risk/Barriers 
Research must be conducted transparently and with the best interests of the children in mind at all times, therefore, should fall inline with article 3 of the UNCRC which states the best interest of a child should be considered at all times. 
BERA state that researchers have an obligation to consider strategies that will reduce participant risk or harm while optimizing benefits. To coincide with this the NSPCC (2023), assert that the amount of stress involved in research should not be more than what is typically encountered in daily life. Further explaining that the researcher must guarantee that children feel valued, comfortable whilst engaging in activities and offer the appropriate support and understanding of when to act if otherwise.
To make sure that all children are comfortable researchers must make sure that fairness is implemented throughout the process, making sure that children are happy. Consequently, the emotions of a child should always be considered as some children may even feel compelled to participate in research because their peers are doing so. The creation of substitute activities and, if necessary, removing non-participating kids from the group are two possible approaches that would help (Felzmann, 2009). 
Felzmann, (2009) further discusses potential hazards including being singled out or embarrassed in front of peers. It would be advisable to designate a practitioner as the point of contact during the research, if supports needs emerge participation would need to stop to assess the risk element.
The Hawthorne effect of research can be reduced by employing non-intrusive observation strategies, such as recording devices or remote observation to devoid any distractions from the tapping of the computer for example (Lim, 2024).
The Information Sheet Summary
Based on the ethical considerations the information sheet for the informed consent for the caregiver will include an outline of the entire research project along with a summary of the objectives. It will describe what participation entails, including how long it will take, where it will be taking place, and what the researcher will be observing/interviewing. Furthermore, the form will stress that participants are always free to discontinue participation at any moment. In addition to this the form will also provide a description of risks, discomforts that the study may cause, along with the procedures for maintaining confidentiality and privacy.
There will be a separate information sheet for consent of the children in a way of visuals, which will be designed to be utilized in tandem with a continuous discussion on consent at different phases of the study.



Conclusion
This study will grant further insight into how play impacts a child’s learning, furthermore how practitioners interact and implement PBL. Understanding and implementing PBL is a continuous learning process for the practitioner as they get to know the different learning styles of their children. There is a gap in the research as many viewpoints draw attention to a conceptual separation between academic learning and play, until all parties are fully supportive of a PBL classroom we may never reach the full potential of a most beneficial setting. 
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