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The aim of this portfolio is to underline the importance of play-based learning and how it is implemented. Additionally, the role of assessment and the unique child and what assessment is best for the unique child. Furthermore, the importance of play and the outdoor and their role in a child's holistic development.

Section 1
Critically analyze the implementation of play-based early-year curricula referring to evaluate research evidence and reports. 
Else (2014) suggests that play must be a self-chosen, engaging, and satisfying activity, or players would stop playing. According to Lester and Russell (2008), the pleasure of play has been recognized as a contributing factor to many things; feeling good helps with flexible thinking and problem-solving, mastery and optimism. Additionally, theorists such as Vygotsky (1976), Piaget (1962) and Burner (1976) state that play contributes to the holistic development of a child and that play is crucial for a child’s development. 
Let my playing be my learning, and my learning be my playing (Singer,2013). Hamid (2018) states that play-based learning is where children learn through play. During the act of play, children explore, take risks, engage their imagination, and solve problems. The Early Years Learning Framework Book 2019) defines play–based learning as a context for learning through play, in which children organize and make sense of their social world, as they engage actively with people, objects and representations. Play-based learning appeals to children’s natural curiosity and their desire to engage in experiences based on their unique interests, as they make sense of the world around them. 
Play-based learning provides many benefits such as language and literacy development, as it encourages conversations to occur in a natural way. While playing with each other children engage in different forms of communication, including storytelling, negation, and goal sharing. Adults can support language development through play by encouraging conversation, open ended, and introducing new words. Play-based learning also supports cognitive development by allowing children to engage in activities that promote problem-solving, critical thinking, and creativity. Research conducted by Hirsh-Pasek et al., (2009) shows that play-based activities enhance children's spatial skills, mathematical abilities, and language development. 
Play-based learning experiences have been linked to the development of neural pathways in the brain. Studies, such as those conducted by Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, and Munro (2007), suggest that playful experiences contribute to the growth of prefrontal cortex, which is associated with executive functions like decision-making and impulse control. Secondly it helps to develop social and emotional skills, such as the ability to have a good relationship with their peers, cooperate, communicate effectively, problem solve and resolve conflicts. They also learned about empathy, recognizing their emotions and how to regulate them. Additionally, play base learning helps children develop confidence, the ability to try new things and take risks and a positive towards learning. It allows them to learn at their own pace and enjoy learning without stress. 
Longitudinal studies, including the High Scope Perry Preschool Study, have demonstrated the long-term benefits of high-quality play-based early childhood education programs. Children who participated in these programs showed higher academic achievement, decreased special education placements, and reduced involvement in criminal activities later in life (Schweinhart et al., 2005). Furthermore, although imagination and creativity are skills that come naturally to children, they are also skills that can be learned and developed. Play is crucial in helping children negotiate scenarios in their lives either imagined or real. This is why the self-directed element of play-based learning is so important; play must be chosen freely to foster an imaginative environment.

Research shows that both child-led play and guided play are both key aspects in play –based learning and the play-based curriculum. In child-led play, children have full independence and true autonomy. Alternatively, through guided play teachers can deliver games, activities, or settings for children to play and target specific areas of development. 
 Unlike the teacher bases curriculum aimed at instruction and the transmission of knowledge, on the other hand play-based curricula were, and are seen as child centered and developmentally aappropriate. The key aspect of the curriculum for Wales was structured around four purposes, which are central to the curriculum’s design. The first key purpose is to have ambitious, capable learners, a key element is developing students who are curious, creative, and able to think critically. Practitioners achieve this by encouraging learners to explore their interests, solve problems and engage actively with the learning process. Secondly, Enterprising, creative contributors, the key focuses Is fostering students who can contribute positively to their community and the wider world. To achieve this practitioner s promotes enterapuranial and creative skills, encouraging students to work collaboratively, thinking innovatively, and engage in real world issues. Emphasizing community involvement and understanding global challenges. Additionally, ethical inform citizens, core aspect is developing students who understand and respect diverse perspectives and who engage responsibly with the world. Practitioners achieve this by encouraging critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and an understanding of social, cultural, and environmental issues. Strongly emphasizing on promoting empathy, tolerance, and respect for others. Furthermore, the final key aspect of the new curriculum is healthy, confident individuals. Supporting student’s physical, mental, and emotional wellbeing. Practitioners and caregivers approach this by integrating wellbeing into the curriculum, including physical health, mental health and emotional resilience. Also, by encouraging healthy lifestyles, self-awareness and self-confidence. 
Studies have repeatedly shown that many teachers are not comfortable with play and child-led activities, and that play is held in such low esteem compared to activities seen as work (Bennett, Woods, and Rogers 1997: King 1978 cited in McInnes et el., 2013). In addition, children are provided with fewer child-initiated activities and less choice than is often stated and adults tend to involve themselves in work rather than play activities (Linklater,2006: Roy and Panter1980).  Trevarthen (2011) states that children's ideas of play are generally centered on having fun, being with friends and choosing freely. Huizinga() adds that the essential feature of play is pleasure, and play gives a sense of freedom. However, Samuelsson and Carlson (2008) states that teachers tend to behave too ‘teachy’ and misuse children’s play for their own educational goals, thus spoiling children’s fun.  Similarly, Huizinga () states that when practitioners focus on the educational benefits of play, it becomes too dominant, and the essential feature is lost children’s pleasure.
McInnes et el(2013) discovered that children’s perception of an activity as playful or play was compelling factor in their level of engagement. Karrby(1989), Wing (1995) and Howard (2002) states that children differentiate between play and not play situations according to cues. McInnes (2010) adds that one of the cues that has been found to be crucial in making the distinction is the cue of adult's presence. During this study he had two groups of both practitioners and their students, group B did not realize the benefits of play and how to conduct play- base activities, while group A understood their role in children’s play and knew when to intervene based on their distant observations.
Subsequently, after the work of Vygotsky(1976), substantial emphasis has been placed on the role of the adult, Christine, Wardle and Johnson (2005) states that teacher's involvement in play activities has been increasing, however the quality is questionable, it has been more managing and monitoring rather than supporting development and co-constructing activities with children( Evans 2008, Samuelsson and Johanson ,2009).
 Therefore, practitioners' understanding of what is meant by play-based learning is a key element in implementing a play-based curriculum. However, the study conducted by Howard and McInnes (2012) states that many practitioners do not understand what is meant by play-based learning and thus cannot successfully implement a play-based curriculum. The Evalutation of the Foundation Phase Report (Taylor et al.,2015) emphasizes the need for professional development, recommendation 4 suggests that practitioners need to be given practical advice about how to implement the literacy and numeracy within the Foundation Phase. Simirarliy the Indepentpendent Stocktake report states that there are considerable number of recommendations which relates directly to the training and support of heads of departments, headteachers and practitioners within the foundation phase. Hopkins suggests that this reflects the understanding that by enhancing the quality of teaching, rather than concentrating purely on structural changes, children’s achievements are more likely to increase as a result.
Implementing a play-based curricula in an educational setting can face many challenges, despite the recognized benefits. Common barriers refer to resource constraints, schools with limited budget might struggle to provide diverse, high-quality materials and resources necessary for enriching play-based environment. However, Evaluating the Foundation Phase Report (Taylor et at.,2015) recommendation (16) suggests that funding should continue to be provided to ensure all schools and funded non-maintained settings can improve their foundation phase learning environments. Other barriers include cultural differences that can influence the perception of play. In some cultures, play might be seen as leisure rather than a formal learning activity. Additionally, limited parental involvement in children’s play-based activities can hinder the extension of the learning experience beyond the classroom.
In conclusion play plays a significant role in child development and learning (Piaget 1936). By educating practitioners, parents and caregivers about the importance of play-based learning, they would be equipped to implement a play-based curriculum across both maintain and non-maintain settings.








Section 2: Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, process tracking, and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula.

[bookmark: _Int_JyBXMk2T]Acknowledging the uniqueness of each child is crucial in early education because it informs teaching approaches. Effective early childhood education strategies are tailored to the individual needs of each child. For instance, prominent early education theorists such as Piaget (1962), Vygotsky (1976) and Erikson (1963) emphasized the importance of the individual differences in children's learning and development. This approach is often referred to as ‘differentiated instructions’ where teachers adapt their methods to accommodate the varied learning styles and abilities of children in their care. Additionally, contemporary educational frameworks, such as Reggio Emilia approach and Montessori method also prioritize individualized learning based on children’s interest and abilities. By recognizing and appreciating the unique qualities of each child, educators can create an inclusive and supportive environment where every child has the opportunity to reach their full potential.
Mclean (1996), Saliva and Yssledyke(2001) defines the term assessment as the collecting and gathering of information, which is used to make informative and evaluative decisions in the process. Assessment is a going process which is indistinguishable from learning and teaching. Early Years Foundation Stage framework (DCSF,2008) emphasizes the importance of practitioners observing children’s learning, sharing interpretations and making use of this information to plan for their possible next steps in learning. Assessment should be the starting point for all planning and practitioners should use observation to discover children’s interest, achievements and learning needs. This information can be used to identify a range of future learning needs. It is crucial that practitioners find respectful and innovative ways of involving parents, caregivers and extended family members in assessment.
 Glazzard et al., (2010) suggest that practitioners by engaging in child-led activities, adults are presented with first-hand opportunities to make accurate assessment of individual’s particular stage of learning. Similarly, Dunkin and Hanna (2001) state that it is by engaging with children allowing their ideas to influence our reactions and shape our questioning that we make important impressions on their current levels of understanding and ability to learn. 
Chadwick and Webster (2010) suggest that skilled practitioners use earlier assessment of children’s learning to identify the most appropriate approaches for future teaching and learning experiences that build upon their interest. Making effective assessment is clearly dependent upon the environment in which children learn, the challenges the environment presents, and the understanding and skills of suitable skilled and informed practitioners.
Assessments in early childhood education serve several important purposes. Firstly, assessments help educators and parents monitor a child’s social, physical, emotional and cognitive development. By understanding a child’s developmental progress, educators can provide appropriate support and interventions when needed. Additionally, assessments are used to evaluate the effectiveness of early childhood programs by analyzing assessment data, educators and policymakers can determine the impact of specific teaching methods, curricula, and interventions on children’s learning outcomes.
Assessing the unique child in early childhood education can provide present various challenges due to the diverse nature of children’s abilities, backgrounds and learning styles. Firstly, children in any early childhood educational setting often have a wide range abilities and developmental stages, making it challenging to create a standardized assessment that accurately reflects every child's capability. Additionally, children from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds may approach learning differently. Standardized assessments might not capture the full extent of a child’s knowledge and skills if the assessment methods are not culturally sensitive or if they do not account for multilingual abilities. Educators and professionals often address these challenges by employing a combination of assessment methods, including observations, portfolio assessments, play-based assessments and involving parents and in the assessment process.
Common assessments methods used in early childhood education includes observations, this is where teachers observe children in various activities and document their skills, interactions and behaviors. This method provides rich qualitative data and insights into a child’s abilities and social interactions. It has a naturalistic approach, capturing real-time behaviors. However, it can be time consuming and subjective. Additionally, standardized tests, these are formal assessments with uniform instructions, scoring and interpretations. Standardized tests can provide quantifiable data for comparison, it is also objective and consistent. However, they might not capture the full range of a child’s abilities, especially social skills. They can also create stress for young children.

Learning story is a narrative or description that captures a child's learning experiences and achievements in a particular context. It is a detailed account of what a child does, says, and thinks during an activity or an event. Learning stories are often used to document and celebrate a child's progress and development, focusing on their strengths and interests.
Learning stories provide a holistic view of a child’s development, including cognitive and social aspects. Additionally, involving children in this process can increase their engagement in learning activities. Hutchin (2007) is keen to emphasize that practitioners should share observations and assessments with the child and allow children free access to their assessment records. She also stresses that children should be allowed to select some of their own sources of evidence to add to the record, thus making the process truly collaborative. Furthermore, learning stories facilitate communication between educators and parents, sharing insights into a child’s progress and achievements. However, creating a detailed learning story requires significant time and effort from educators, which can be challenging considering their workload. Additionally, educators may need training to effectively use learning stories as an assessment tool, ensuring consistency and accuracy in their observations and reflections. Furthermore, if learning stories are used for a formal assessment, there might be pressure to standardize the format, potentially limiting their effectiveness in capturing unique learning experiences.
Despite these challenges, many early childhood educators find learning stories to be valuable tools for understanding and supporting children's learning and development. Overcoming these barriers often involves providing adequate training and support to educators, fostering collaboration between teachers and parents, and acknowledging the diverse and individual nature of children's learning experiences.

In conclusion, assessments in childhood education can take various forms including observation, checklists, standardized test and portfolio assessments. It is important for assessments to be developmentally appropriate, culturally sensitive and conducted in a supportive and nurturing environment to provide an accurate reflection of a child’s abilities and potential. Additionally, ongoing professional development and training can help educators better understand and navigate the complexities of assessing the unique child in early childhood education.







Section 3- Blog: The benefits of play and the outdoors in relation to a child’s holistic development.
Childhood is a time of wonder, exploration, growth, and it is during this period that the foundation for a child’s holistic development is laid. There is not a concrete definition of play, some researchers such as Huizinga (1950) states that play is thing by itself while on the other hand Lai et el(2018) defines play as game govern by rules.  Additionally, Loiza (2007) states that play is a form of communication through which children find ways to have fun. Casey (2007) states that play provides realistic opportunities for all children to develop their characters, Gargiulo and Kilgo (2011) adds that play particularly in the outdoors is a fundamental part of childhood and children who are actively engaged in play developing individual qualities and skills 
The importance of play children's healthy development is grounded in body of research supported by Pellegrini, 2007 and Smith and Pellegrini (1998). Ginsburg (2007) suggested that as a natural and compelling activity such as play promotes cognitive, physical, social, and emotional wellbeing development, offering the necessary conditions for children to thrive and learn. Previous research by Woods (2010) states that play and outdoors goes hand in hand in relation to a child’s holistic development. However, in today’s fast-paced digital society, where children are often glued to screens, the need for play and the outdoors is crucial.
Play, especially outdoor play, is synonymous with physical activity. When children engage in activities such as running, climbing, swimming etc. They develop essential motor skills; these activities also promote muscle growth and enhance coordination. Secondly, play is the cornerstone for cognitive development. Through play children learn to think critically, solve problems, and enhance their creativity. Furthermore, play is a social activity, engaging in cooperative games, sharing toys, and negotiating roles in pretend play scenarios all contribute to the development crucial social skills. Finally, play, and outdoor activities are instrumental in nurturing emotional intelligence. Children play as medium to express their feelings, whether it is through imaginative play or physical activities that release pent up energy, children learn to regulate their emotions.

In recent times opportunities for play, as defined by the UNCRC’s (2013) General comment, have been affected by factors such as increased traffic, technology and social media, closure of play facilities, educational and parental anxieties about safety (Children’s Play Policy Forum 2019). Similarly, Lester and Russell (2010) states that within the family, fears for children’s safety and a tendency to overprotect can diminish a child’s access to play. 
Bliton (2004) states that the outdoors is a natural learning and teaching environment which caters to children’s needs. Aasen and Waters (2006) adds that the outdoors is both an educational and social experience, this is in line with Vygotsky (1976) and Piaget (1963) who believed that children’s development increases through social interaction and hands on learning. White (2008) suggests that the distinctive nature of the outdoors enables children to experiment and play in ways that are their own.
The outdoors simulates and excites children of all ages, encourages them to explore and discover a fascinating world and experience offerings richly provided in natural environment. Eward (2002 quoted in Woods and Hall 2013) argues that children would rather be in out than in, he also adds that the outdoor provides a more vivid, practical, and inspiring ways of finding out about the world we live in. The foundation phase outdoor learning handbook states the foundation phase, and the outdoors are inseparable, adding it is ideal environment for experiential learning because it offers unique opportunities to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and take risk (DCELLS 2009).
 Broadhead and Brut (2012) states the outdoor play environment are rich in nature’s sensory gifts, helping to stimulate children and encourage them to confront and engage with everyday experiences, developing choices and emotional resilience.
The foundation phase (2009) outdoor learning handbook highlights the many benefits outdoor learning can have on children’s development. These benefits include physical activity which is not just beneficial to the body but also to their mind. In addition, it also provided opportunities to experience nature firsthand, problem solving and social interaction. Additional studies by Willams (2005) conclude that children with greater outdoor experience showed greater skills in concentration, play, creativity, motor ability, and control. There were also fewer children with infections and allergies. Bliton (2004) adds that being outside and being active, by doing this child learn to refine and improve motor skills and develop their coordination, balance, and body awareness. Woods and Hall (2017) states that fresh air, sunlight, and daylight along with peace and quiet. Early Years Alliance (2019) adds that the outdoors helps to reduce stress and anxiety, it also helps support emotional and social skills.
However, although there is numerous evidence suggesting and supporting the importance of the outdoors and outdoor play. Contrary to what should be expected, opportunities for outdoor are fleeting, in consequence of globalization, technological expansion and urban growth (Singer et el 2009). In addition, research from Ginsburg (2007) and Kernan and Devine (2010) suggests that the growing culture of fear about the possibility of risks and accidents that may affect parents and professional attitude towards the outdoors and outdoor play. Bundy et el (2009) and Sandseter(2012) argue that children need to take risks and encounter accidents to fully develop and reach their full potential. Article 31 of the United Nations on the rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989) states that all children have the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities and participate in culture and arts.
In conclusion, play and outdoor activities are not just pastimes; they are fundamental building blocks of a child's holistic development. These experiences contribute significantly to physical health, cognitive abilities, social skills, and emotional intelligence. Parents, educators, and society at large must recognize the immense value of play and outdoor interaction in a child's life. By fostering environments that encourage unstructured play and ample outdoor time, we can pave the way for generation pf well rounded, confident, and emotionally resilient individuals. Let us embrace the transformative power of play and nature, ensuring that a child has the opportunity to flourish and reach their full potential.
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