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Section 1 
The Foundation Phase in Wales has adapted over time and has now evolved into play-based learning. This is where children take control of their own learning, and learn through experience, with less adult intervention (Welsh Government, 2016). According to UNICEF (2018), play based learning had become one of the most effective ways for younger children to aid their holistic development and essential skills. Additionally, the ‘Reggio Emilia’ approach is a good example of play-based learning, where the ‘Reggio Children’ learn through ‘100 languages’ (Reggio Emilia Approach, 2022). The 100 languages are sources such as painting, colouring, building, and clay making. This approach showcases how many ways a child can be ‘smart’. They suggest that the children do not need to be able to write many words, at such an early age. While they incorporate teaching the children how to write their name, and allow them to explore what they can do, it is not the only factor the practitioners are focussed on. The practitioners want the children to have a fun experience in school, learning through play and overall helping them to feel safe in school, and want to come to school, having a positive view on education. The Welsh Government (2015) state that this was one of the outcomes of introducing the foundation phase, children’s attendance was improving overall. This supports the Foundation phase and the Reggio Emilia approach as the Governments findings, correlate with this specific approach. 
TRAINING 
Welsh Government (2015) state that when the foundation phase was introduced, practitioners struggled to understand how to effectively play with the children, and how to use both adult-led and child-led activities to optimum potential. They suggest that because teachers did not fully understand this concept, they tended to revert to a structured way of teaching. In support of this, Welsh Government (2014), show that one of their recommendations for developing the Foundation Phase is to ensure that there is mandatory training for all staff in the foundation phase. This will improve the quality of teaching the practitioners are able to deliver, thus children receive. They will focus not so much on structural implementations, but the content, quality, and questioning. Additionally, Estyn (2010) show that their findings suggest that local governments have done a good job of organising training and most practitioners from settings and schools were able to select when they would attend training. They also found that one full day or two partial days of instruction for individual practitioners from schools and settings is the most popular training option. However, this provisional arrangement may not be economical and may even cause disruptions. This is due to the possibility that practitioners may frequently miss training sessions, hence supply cover is required. Even with most local authorities providing additional training sessions for settings, practitioners continued to face obstacles in obtaining training. On the other hand, the children will benefit greatly from their practitioners being trained in the way they learn, which is the goal. They found that in the short-term, the school had financial obstacles, but in the long-term, teacher training was more beneficial and effective for the children’s education. Also, Welsh Government released a professional learning book on training for the early years. The text includes training on outdoor environments, observation tools, play-based learning, and purposeful learning (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Professional Development 
The Welsh Government (2014), suggested that staffs professional development is a means of raising the standard of care. Professional development activities that take place outside of the official educational system are referred to as training. Wales has created a number of modules that are intended to be taught nationwide to assist staff in implementing the Foundation Phase. This goes hand in hand with The Welsh Government (2015), who stated that in funded non-maintained settings, teachers are highly valued for their assistance in the implementation and delivery of the Foundation Phase. However, after attending Foundation Phase training modules, school practitioners have few opportunities for additional professional development. This suggests that there is a good base to start learning about the early years curriculum, however, further development is limited due to their not being many courses to access in and around Wales.
Teaching Expertise (2018) states that professional development can be enhanced by using sources such as other workplaces to form cluster training days. These could take place on INSET days or after school for an hour to work towards having INSET days off (twilight sessions), whichever most of the workforce is happier with as a collective. With the twilight sessions, it may give staff more of a motive to enhance their professional development, as they get a reward at the end of it, and so do the children! 
It is evident that there are factors that need to be considered during the curriculum reform. There are many ways that the Welsh Government can aid practitioners in their practice, the main ones being training and encouraging professional development. This will make the professionals happier coming to work as they know exactly what they are supposed to be doing, instead of being confused and stressed that they are not doing the right thing for the sake of the children. The other main way is professional development. The more practitioners are trained, and the more they want to develop professionally, the more the children benefit from their teachers. 
It is important that with play-based leaning, the learners get to choose a lot of the activities they would like to take part in. This will lead to high engagement from the children, and it will not feel like learning, it will just seem like they are having fun and playing. This is where practitioners struggle, as they get paranoid that if somebody comes into their classroom, that they are ‘just playing with the children’, but this is the aim! This is why the new curriculum is beneficial for everyone, as practitioners will feel validated in how they are teaching their children and will put them at ease.
Section 2 
Professionals have a huge part to play in a child’s development. Some of their main responsibilities through play-based learning is observation and maintaining enabling environments for the children.
Observation is a great assessment tool to use for children in the early years. Practitioners can ‘assess’ children more fairly whilst they are playing, rather than sitting them down and questioning them. Children will be more at ease and show more confidence whilst ‘just playing’ with their friends. A good practitioner will question the child they are observing, without interrupting their play too much, or showing the child that they are focused mainly on them. SAGE (2016) says that if practitioners can be effective observers, it can be a good tool to help them understand each child independently, rather than meeting a specific standard. In the early years, children are so young and really are still developing. In classes, a child could be 11 months older than another child but expected to hit the same targets and achieve the same goals. It is unfair for the younger children to be expected to reach the same standards as a child who is almost a year older than them. However, it could also be seen as unfair to ‘teach’ less, or more simply, as the older children may not benefit as much because they already know the information that is being presented to them. This is where play-based learning is a really good way of seeing children individually and what they can achieve by themselves already. Observing children shows how they work on their own, as a team, and what they enjoy doing, therefor learn best in what way. Knowing this, practitioners can then support each child in a unique way, which will help the child learn more effectively. 
However, Barber and Paul-Smith (2010) show that using observations as an assessment tool does come with its limitations. They suggest that evaluating their findings is challenging, as there is not a lot of information to assess, as the practitioner takes ‘snapshot observations’ to keep the process quick and fast-paced. Although, NSW Government (2021) imply that data from observations can be both qualitative and quantitative. For instance, while observing individuals in a group setting, you may record freehand notes on the characteristics of the group dynamics in addition to counting the frequency of certain behaviours or interactions (qualitative). This can be useful, as quantifiable data is easy to read, and the professional can get what they are looking for in a very short time frame. Whereas the qualitative data takes longer to read through and asses. Saying that, the qualitative data is very beneficial to practitioners as they can see more in-depth on individual children. Quantitative data can highlight to the practitioner certain behaviours or patterns in a child’s behaviour, which can be useful because if the child is portraying negative behaviours, the practitioner could intervene and use a question to try and divert their attention and learn not to do that certain behaviour. 
Observations do have a lot of strengths and opportunities too.
Additionally, leaning stories are another way of assessing the child’s knowledge, understanding and skills. Learning stories can be taught in a fun, exciting way and have high engagement. When the practitioner feels confident enough that the children can retell the story amongst themselves, the real assessment takes place. The retelling of the story successfully, will include the children using effective communication, teamwork, and it can show who likes to take charge and be the ‘leader’. If the child naturally fits the leader position, it can be assumed that they are confident and enjoy working as a team and alone. However, learning stories can be difficult to use as an assessment method because it can focus on the memory of the children, rather than the actual skills used. It can be argued that even though the child may be basing the story fully off good memory, they are still using essential skills that will help them in later life. These can be communications skills, voicing their opinion and being a leader (BBC, no date).
The strengths of using learning stories as an assessment tool for children in the early years is that the qualitative data recorded, can be assessed in-depth and can show multiple different skills the children are able to already do. It can also show how each individual child learns; therefore, the practitioner can cater their individual teaching to meet the needs of each child (early years careers, 2016).  However, a weakness of using learning stories to assess children in the early years is that it can be very time consuming for the practitioner. Lynn, J et al (2021) found that a lot of parents were struggling with the re-telling of the stories to their children at home. This has a negative impact on the usefulness of learning stories, as there needs to be liaison with parents and good communication for the child to come to school and feel confident, not shy, when re-telling stories with their friends and teachers. 

A factor to consider when implementing the change to play-based learning is the environment. The environments should be enabling, and some continuous provisions would be beneficial for the children’s learning. A continuous provision is an area where the child has constant access to resources they can play with. The resources should be mostly natural resources to give the children real-life experiences through playing. They will be able to then implement these learnt skills is their everyday life without realising they are doing it. The aim of these environment is for practitioners not to focus on a ‘theme’ too much and create every tuft tray relating to a theme. Basing ideas off a theme is a good idea, but not everything in the classroom needs to be related around this topic. Some children may not be interested in a ‘farm’ theme, whereas others may not enjoy ‘insects’ theme. Therefore, they will not be as engaged as they would with a topic they enjoy. That is why continuous provision is good, as the children have access to natural resources, and can play with them as they wish. For example, they could be given conkers, leaves, and twigs in the loose parts area. Here, they could choose to make a face, build a house, collect other objects that are similar, or add little wooden people to create a garden area for them. There are endless opportunities with natural resources, and the children will not be likely to get bored of the environment quickly. 
To summarise, practitioners need to be aware of each child’s differences, and how they learn best. This way, the child will benefit more from their teaching, and the practitioners will get more out of the children they are teaching. 

The Little Things in Life
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How could practitioners implement play-based learning for their learners? Well, there are many simple strategies that can aid practitioners to enable child-led learning. 

1


The first consideration for professionals to enhance their learner’s education is the environment. Play-based learning is a great way for children to learn and develop holistically, whilst being independent, but the environment and resources that the children have access to, play a major role in how effective this strategy may be. The Department of Health (2023), states that every classroom should have access to an outdoor area. Outdoor play has many benefits for children, especially in the early years. Taylor and Francis (2018) carried out a study on outdoor learning. One of their main findings was that children with additional leaning needs (ALN) seemed to be more independent whilst outdoors. It is very encouraging that the outdoor environment allows all children to be involved in their learning experiences. as The Welsh Government (2009) suggests that children and practitioners do not have to be the only ones using the outdoor area. They encourage grandparents, the community and anyone who is willing to volunteer to play with the children under practitioner supervision. FOREST SCHOOLS. 
Problems
Although outdoor learning is great, there are some downfalls of this approach. For example, it can be costly to ensure the outdoor provision is enabling for its users. The environment must be a continuous provision that learning have free access to. This is great for the practitioners too, as they do not have to spend time developing tuft tray ideas, to fit the theme of the week. Instead, they will need to focus initially on the outdoor provision, develop each area to allow the children to explore, use their imagination and develop skills such as communication skills and problem solving (Department of Health, 2023). 
[image: Diy mud kitchen – Artofit]Finding ways to avoid the initial cost of building an effective outdoor environment for its learning can be challenging, however it can be done! Using places such as tipshops, the community, family and friends and even parents to help donate anything suitable is a great, cost-effective way to build the area. The focus on an enabling outdoor environment is using natural resources, and day to day items so the children can relate their learning experiences to real-life situations and use the skills they have learnt without thinking they are learning as they are doing it through play. 
This mud kitchen is a great example of continuous provision within the outdoor area. Using donated pallets, old cups, pans and tins, this is an amazing feature for the children in the early years to have access to. They will develop their mathematical skills, by measuring out the ingredients, feeling the weight of one cup to the next, and evenly distributing the mud. Additionally, using the mud kitchen is a very messy process. Practitioners and parents must be less afraid of ‘ruining the children’s clothes’ and look at the enjoyment, and result they get from accessing this resource.  Diy mud kitchen – Artofit
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Description automatically generated]From the graph, messy play has many benefits. The three most beneficial factors from the graph are sensory simulation, self-expression and fun which is what is important for children! Messy play enhances the children’s learning as they are experiences new senses, new textures and building on their schemas, which is a fundamental part of a child’s development according to Piaget’s 4 stages of Cognitive Development Theory (1952).Taylor and Francis (2018) Messy Play in the Early Years


 

Another barrier that could occur when implementing play-based learning is the fear of children hurting themselves. When letting children play freely, there is always a risk of them injuring themselves, especially if it is in an outdoor environment. This is called 'risky play’. However, risky play can be very beneficial for children, it can help them with their decision-making skills and allow them to further develop their schemas. McFarland et al (2018) suggests that risky play is beneficial to children in the early years as they get to know their limits. What they enjoy doing, what they can and can not do. Additionally, if they try something new and fail, they may try a different approach next time, to try and succeed. This is a great skill for children to learn, and for them to develop through their lifetime. 2

Although, McFarland found that some parents were encouraging of the idea of ‘risky play’ whilst other were not fond of the idea. Some parents were hesitant to let their child explore freely. However, communication with parents and letting them know that their child would never not be supervised whilst partaking in risky play is a great place to start with the parents who ae unsure on the idea. Building relationships with parents is also a priority, they want to know that their child is safe when they come to school, so maybe putting on a ‘coffee morning’ would be beneficial for the parents to create relationships with practitioners to build trust. 
Overall, there are potential barriers to implementing play-based learning in the early years. However, most of these barriers can be catered for, all to benefit the children, it will be so worth it. Hopefully this blog has given practitioners and parents some ideas, remember to start making small continuous changes, and watch the children improve and thrive. Good luck!
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