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Section 1  
The idea of play has become increasingly important in today's quickly changing educational environment, especially for early childhood education (Welsh Government, 2019). Play-based learning has captured worldwide attention, with particular emphasis countries like Wales and New Zealand. These nations recognize the significance of play in promoting holistic development and establishing a solid foundation for future learning. This essay aims to explore the nature of play and how it relates to the educational systems in Wales. Through an analysis of the Te whariki curriculum in New Zealand, the Foundation Phase in Wales, and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), we will investigate the practical efficacy of play-based education. Furthermore, Insights drawn from assessments, stock take, and OECD reports will also clarify the real-world applications of a play-based strategy.  
According to Te Whariki (2017), play can be both communal and individual forms including imaginative, dynamic, and physical play. The definition of play varies, making it a complex term. Abbott (1994) believes that play in an educational context lacks a fully satisfying and widely accepted definition. Similarly, researchers such as Anning and Edwards (2006), Fisher (2008), Hughes (2006), Kalliala (2006), and Moyles (2005) concur that it is challenging to define the term "play. This diversity arises because different theoretical perspectives emphasize various developmental aspects of play including socialization (Bandura, 1962), learning (Vygotsky, 1978), emotional health (McMahon, 1992), or cognitive growth (Piaget, 1962). 
Rubin et al. (1983) argue that play is illogical and unpredictable in that it is not always realistic. because it is enjoyable and does not immediately result in the achievement of goals. Play is not thought to be important or serious. In contrast, Kalliala (2006) sees play as paving the way for future learning and development as children acquire a diverse range of skills through play. 
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS recognizes the leading role of play in young children's learning and development. For most children, play is a spontaneous activity, and it is via play that they grow cognitively, creatively, physically, socially, and emotionally (DCSF,2008). 
Learning through play is an educational approach well suited for active learning within the foundation phase, according to WAG (2008). Moyles (2005) attests that anyone who has observed play for any length of time will understand that it serves as a vehicle for learning for young children. Educators and Practitioners who recognize and embrace this perspective can utilize various strategies involving provision, interaction, and intervention to enrich children's play experiences. 
Early childhood education has a rich and fascinating history of using play-based learning methods. For instance, John Comenius (1592-1670), declared in the sixteenth century that children should engage in learning through enjoyable activities (Andrews, 2012), establishing a connection between play and the environment. This was backed up by Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), who contended that play was a child's birthright in the eighteenth century.	 
Bruce (2004) highlighted that play fosters the development of interpersonal and intrapersonal skills and logical reasoning. According to Bruce (1987), children engage in play when they take the initiative to embark on a task and when directed by an adult. Fisher (1996) argues that several educators believe that when an adult sets an activity or establishes a play agenda, the kid is no longer playing but rather working for the adult. Bruce (1987) suggests that adults should equip themselves with the necessary skills to actively participate in children's play and view themselves as collaborative partners in the play process. Nevertheless, Sayeed and Guerin (2000) imply that many politicians and professionals have divergent opinions about curriculum and strong feelings about what is suitable for young children. While play is a fundamental component of many international curricula, Curtis (1994) and Bennet et al. (1997) argue that significant differences in interpretation and understanding may prevail. According to the Welsh Government (2019), a play-based curriculum highlights the value of play in children's learning. It is predicated on the idea that kids learn most effectively when they are actively involved in fulfilling and pleasurable activities (OECD, 2018). Te Whariki (2017) further states that play-based curricula are usually created to be adaptable and sensitive to each child's unique needs and interests. 
A lack of understanding of play and its importance by practitioners can result in several obstacles that prevent play-based curricula from being implemented effectively (Howard,2010). Using information from independent stock take reports, this section explores the difficulties that can occur when practitioners do not understand play and what needs to be done to get past them (Jones, 2019). As noted by the Welsh Government (2019), practitioners who do not comprehend play may be uncertain about how to establish a play-based learning environment. 
 Concerns regarding how to evaluate kids' learning in a play-based environment might also be on their minds (OECD, 2018). Additionally, in certain environments, practitioners may experience pressure to prioritize academic skills such as writing and reading instead of play (Welsh Government, 2019). Parental expectations and standardized testing are two potential causes of this (OECD, 2018). Kane (2016) found that parents often place a strong emphasis on early literacy and early numeracy skills in assessing the preschool curricula. 
For Wales to successfully adopt a play-based curriculum, two crucial factors must be considered. To learn about play and play-based learning, practitioners should have access to top-notch professional development opportunities (Welsh Government, 2019). Through this training, practitioners should be better able to comprehend the role in children's learning and acquire the abilities and knowledge required to successfully execute a play-based curriculum (OECD, 2018). Fostering a culture of trust and support for educators involved in play-based curricula is a crucial aspect of leadership in schools and other educational settings (Welsh Government, 2019). As part of this, practitioners should be given the time and tools necessary to create and apply a play-based strategy (OECD, 2018). Secondly, The Welsh Government must give schools and other settings direction and assistance in implementing a play-based curriculum successfully (Welsh Government, 2019). Establishing a sharp vision for play-based learning in Wales and offering schools the requisite tools and support are key components of this effort (OECD, 2018). 
In conclusion, the effective implementation of play based curricula in Wales hinges on practitioners recognizing the crucial role of play in early childhood education. To overcome the obstacles, comprehensive professional development, resource allocation, collaborative efforts and family involvement are imperative. Furthermore, a rigorous evaluation process for independent stock take reports is essential to continually enhance early childhood education in Wales.









Section 2
As stated by the Welsh Government (2020), "All children and young people are unique and learn in different ways." The importance of the unique child lies in their role as the bearers of the future, the generators of innovative ideas, and the problem solvers who will contribute to making the world a better place.

Every child is unique in the world of education, with their own set of talents, skills, and perspectives. Understanding and appreciating this uniqueness is crucial for creating a welcoming and inclusive learning environment. (Welsh Government ,2020). That is, no two children will learn in the same way. As stated by the Welsh Government (2020) "All children and young people are unique and learn in different ways. As regards as to why a unique child is important, the unique child is important because they represent the future. They are the ones who will produce innovative ideas, solve problems in new ways, and make the world a better place. It is our responsibility to ensure that all children can reach their full potential, regardless of their background or abilities. The Children and Families Act (2014) claims that "every child has the right to be treated as an individual". 
While current assessments used in educational systems are especially important in evaluating a child's progress and development. It is important to question whether these assessments truly recognize and celebrate each child's uniqueness. The assessment of children is an essential part of the educational process. According to Edgington et al. (1998), teachers need to know what children understand and can do to plan effectively for development and progress. Drummond (1993) argues that assessment is about seeing children's learning, understanding it, and then putting our understanding to effective use. Furthermore, Broadfoot (1996) believes that assessment is the most potent policy in education because it can be used to highlight the advantages and drawbacks of individuals, institutions, and even entire educational systems. It can also be used as a tremendous source of leverage to bring about change. 
Hence, The Foundation Stage profile (QCA, 2003) formalized assessment procedures for recording children's development. With the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales 2022, Wales educational curriculum has undergone substantial modifications. It now places a more child-centered and holistic evaluation approach, shifting away from traditional age-related expectations (Welsh Government, Curriculum for Wales 2022). In support of the idea that assessments should be customized to each child's unique development, this essay critically assesses the efficacy of learning stories and progression steps as found in the Wales curriculum. 
  In Wales, various assessments are used to track the progress of children and young people including ASRAs (age and stage-related assessments), learning stories and progression steps. ASRAs for instance, evaluate children's progress in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and Key Stage 2 curriculums offering   an overview of how each kid is progressing in several areas of learning. (Welsh Government, 2020). However, our focus will be on learning stories and progression steps used to assess children. 
To begin, the most common ways of gathering information on children for assessing their progress is through learning stories. Carr (2001) defines learning stories as observation in everyday contexts aimed to produce a cumulative sequence of qualitative snapshots or written vignettes of individual children. These stories can be used to document children's attitudes and dispositions such as amount of attention, involvement, persistence, and ability to communicate a concept or a feeling. Furthermore, the learning stories are meaningful and highlight the emphasis for future interventions for the practitioner, parent, and child together. Also, Nutbrown (2004) stated that Learning stories are a formative assessment used to capture and evaluate children's learning and development. They are usually authored by instructors or practitioners and concentrate on the child's unique learning journey. Furthermore, Arthur & Lund (2017) highlight that Learning Stories are narrative assessments used in early childhood education to document a child's unique experiences, hobbies, and development., Hence, Assessment in this environment becomes more than just a record of the individual child's isolated skills, and structured observation is critical to success. (Anning et al., 2004). As Clark (2007) claims that, learning stories can help practitioners provide a highly engaging atmosphere to compensate for various inadequacies in children's home situations. 
Progression steps, however, offer a new way of assessing children's progress in the Curriculum for Wales. They are based on the four purposes of the curriculum and describe what learners should be able to do at various stages of their learning. (Welsh Government, 2022). While learning stories and progression steps have their advantages, it is vital to examine whether they are appropriate for all children. Given that each child is unique, their learning experiences will differ. As a result, assessments must be adaptable and flexible to accommodate individual differences. The Welsh Government (2015) underscores the need for personalized learning and encourages teachers to design evaluations to recognize each child's uniqueness in line with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, which emphasizes the provision of inclusive education that addresses the unique needs of each learner. 
In summary, both learning stories and progression steps possess their strengths and weaknesses. Careful Evaluation of these two assessment tools is necessary to determine the most appropriate one for each child. In contrast, evaluating these two assessments, learning stories excel in recognizing a child's uniqueness since they are personalized and provide a holistic view of a child's progress. (Seifert,2006) However, they may be time-consuming and subjective, requiring   rigorous training for educators. Learning stories also excel in child-centered and focus on the child's specific learning experience (Nutbrown, 2004) In addition to this, learning stories can be used to track children's growth over time (Welsh Government, 2020). Furthermore, learning stories can be used to inform teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2022). Nonetheless learning stories have disadvantages as previously mentioned. This view is supported by (Welsh Government (2023) which notes that learning stories can be time-consuming. The Assessment Reform Group (2016) also points out that learning stories may be subjective and reflect the teacher's biases making it difficult to compare learning stories to other assessment instruments (Welsh Government, 2020). 
On the other hand, progression steps offer certain advantages. They are curriculum-based and can be used to ensure that students are progressing towards the desired learning outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022). Additionally, Progression steps can be used to identify youngsters who require further assistance (Welsh Government, 2020).However, they may have limitations as Progression steps can narrow in focus and may not examine all areas of a child's development (Assessment Reform Group, 2016).Furthermore, they  can be prescriptive and may not be flexible enough to fulfil the requirements of all children (Welsh Government, 2023), making them  challenging for both children and teachers (Welsh Government, 2020).  
In conclusion, both learning stories and progression steps have their advantages and disadvantages. Selecting the appropriate assessment tool for each child depends on their unique needs. Learning stories are an excellent choice for children still developing their language abilities or who need more learning support (Nutbrown, 2004). They are also well suited for children learning in a bilingual or multilingual setting. For children who are ready for a more difficult assessment, progression steps are a viable option (Welsh Government, 2022). They are also an excellent option for children who are getting ready to go on to the next stage of their education. 
To evaluate children's growth, many educators in Wales have chosen to combine learning stories with progression steps benefiting from the strengths of both assessments. As the Assessment Reform Group (2016) has noted, learning stories and progression steps have both been criticized for being subjective and time-consuming. Despite these critiques, both learning stories and progression steps continue to be valuable instruments for assessing young children's development in the early years of Wales. Teachers and practitioners can ensure they are giving children the best support to reach their full potential by critically analyzing both assessment methods. Also, assessment should reflect the individual development of a child enabling teachers and other professionals to provide children with the best possible support (Welsh Government, 2020) By understanding each child's individual strengths, limitations and interests, teachers and practitioners can adapt their teaching and learning to meet the need of learners, identifying those who may require additional support.(Curriculum for Wales, 20220  
 To sum up, the assessments currently employed in Wales including learning stories and progression steps are essential to appreciating and honoring the individuality of each child. These assessments contribute to a child's overall development and offer insightful information about their educational path. Nevertheless, it is critical to recognize that to account for individual differences, assessments must be adaptive and flexible. (Welsh Government, 2022). prioritizing personalized assessments within Wales education system can foster a more effective and inclusive environment that values and appreciates each child's unique abilities The National Professional Learning Offer (NPLO) and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 both establish principles that offer educators guidance and support in implementing these changes into practice. 
  
   
 

Section 3 
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Balancing Indoor and Outdoor Play: Finding the Right Mix for Children's Well-Being 
 
Play, an important early-childhood approach for infants and young children, opens a world of limitless possibilities. Play additionally supplies many benefits that are vital to children's development, but it also changes our concept of their moral development, as underlined by the seminal works of Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1978). These influential intellectuals saw youngsters as active explorers who were eager to explore their surroundings. 
Bruce (2005) further reinforces the importance of play-based learning, elucidating its pivotal role in nurturing children's physical, intellectual, social, linguistic, and emotional development. However, the function of play as a significant tool for children's learning is widely acknowledged in the pedagogy regulating the Early Years Statutory Framework (DES, 2007). 
Lindqvist (1995) highlights that play should not be regarded as an optional extra, nor should it be viewed as the opposite of 'work' or merely a reward for completing less meaningful tasks. As a result, we should encourage individuals who claim that play and the national curriculum are incompatible to reevaluate their perspective (Abbott, 1994). 
In the quest for supplying a well-rounded education, it is imperative to understand the significance of outdoor and indoor play for children's well-being. This blog explores the benefits of both forms of play and emphasizes the importance of striking a balance. As an educator, my passion for enriching young minds leads me to choose this captivating topic. I firmly advocate for the seamless integration of immersive indoor and outdoor play experiences within our curricula, with a specific emphasis on nurturing the development and wellbeing of young children during their formative years. 
To begin with Lasenby (1990) discovered in a pioneering study that the borders between indoor and outdoor settings blur, making them into interconnected places for youngsters to explore. Rather than being treated as discrete entities, these areas should be fluidly integrated into a playground where young adventurers can easily wander between them. 
Both indoor and outdoor play have important benefits, and it is important to find a balance between the two. It is necessary here to clarify what exactly is meant by indoor play and Outdoor door play. 
Indoor play, according to the Welsh Government (2015) and the Foundation Phase, is an essential part of early childhood education. Indoor play in this context is defined as child-initiated, exploratory activities that occur in a stimulating and carefully prepared environment. Indoor play, in broad biological terms, refers to activities and experiences designed to enhance young children's physical, cognitive, social, and emotional development in an indoor setting, such as a classroom, nursery or nursery school. Some examples of indoor play activities include sensory play, construction play, role play, art, and crafts activities, reading and storytelling. 
According to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework (2017), Sensory play is a key part of early childhood education. Additionally, The Welsh Government's early childhood education guidance (2015) highlighted the value of construction play and art and craft activities. Moreover, according to the EYFS framework (2017), Reading and storytelling are important for language development, Various experts and researchers in child development and education have pointed out the benefits of indoor play in early childhood education. 
Some prominent figures who have highlighted the benefits of indoor play include Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget, and Maria Montessori. Vygotsky (1978) stressed the importance of indoor play in cognitive development. He introduced the concept of the "Zone of Proximal Development" (ZPD), which suggests that engaging children in play activities that challenge them within their ZPD can help them develop. 
However, PIAGET (1962) is more concerned with the importance of Imaginary and symbolic play in the Cognitive Development of Children. He recognized that imaginative role-playing, for example, contributes to cognitive development. 
Alternatively, Montessori (1995) stressed the importance of supplying a safe and controlled environment for children to explore and learn. Indoor play areas are purposefully designed to supply a structured and secure environment for young learners. Montessori believed that providing children with carefully selected materials in a well-prepared environment allows them to thrive academically and emotionally. Additionally Indoor play areas in early childhood education settings must follow these principles, to allow children to explore and learn in a safe environment. 
Let us now explore outdoor play, its benefits, and the reasons Playing outside is an essential part of early childhood education. Outdoor play is defined by the Foundation Phase and the Welsh Government (2015) as child-initiated activities that occur in an engaging, thoughtfully planned, and outdoor setting. 
Playing outside fosters relationships with the environment and with nature in addition to just being fun. Engaging in physical games, exploring the outdoors, gardening, and other activities are examples of activities. It is so important to balance indoor and outdoor play. The foundation phase outdoor learning handbook (2009) highlights Wales has been at the forefront of outdoor learning in the UK, and the foundation phase will keep us there as we continue to be at the forefront of experiential learning, which heavily relies on the outdoors(WAG,2009a) .OfCourse outdoor play has various developmental benefits for children (The foundation phase outdoor learning handbook, 2009). These advantages are classified as follows, Physical Development and Gross Motor Skills: Outdoor play allows children to take part in physical activities such as running, jumping, and climbing. This active play promotes physical development and the development of gross motor skills (Bruce ,2005). It also gives them exposure to fresh air and sunshine, which is important for their physical health (Lindqvist, 1995). Outdoor play can also help children learn about the natural world and develop an appreciation for nature (Abbott, 1994). Additionally, the Early years foundation stage framework (DfES 2006) emphasizes the need for children to play outdoors which should be integrated into everyday planning. 
 
How to find the right balance  
The right balance between indoor and outdoor play will vary depending on the child's age, interests, and needs. However, a good general rule of thumb is to aim for at least 60 minutes of outdoor play per day (Bruce, 2005). 
 
All of this points to the conclusion that It is not only beneficial, but also necessary, to strike a balance between indoor and outdoor play. Indoor play promotes structured learning, while outdoor play promotes creativity, physical development, and a connection with nature. A well-balanced approach ensures that children get the best of both worlds. However, depending on individual circumstances, curriculum requirements, and cultural factors, the specifics of this balance may vary. 
 
 Finally, Lasenby (1990), McLean (1991), Lally and Hurst (1992), Dowling (1992), Gura (1992), Bilton (1993), Robson (1996), and QCA (2000) have all argued persuasively for the integration of indoor and outdoor environments. They argue that by supplying these environments together, they can enhance children's learning experiences in a synergistic way. Incorporating outdoor play alongside indoor play shows a recognition of outdoor activities' equal importance and relevance in the educational development of young children. Supplying indoor and outdoor environments ensures that outdoor play becomes an integral part of the planning process, allowing these two environments to enrich each other. Therefore, In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales, and the Well-being of Future Generations Act work together to promote a balanced approach to indoor and outdoor play, recognizing the importance of both in a child's development. It is our responsibility as educators and carers to provide children with opportunities to explore, learn, and grow through a well-balanced mix of indoor and outdoor play. (Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act, 2015)
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