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Section 1 – Activity Plan

	Activity Plan


	Activity: 
A variety of pebbles and sticks in the sand for exploration, building, mark making, sorting, developing patterns and developing mathematical concepts. 
The nature of this activity is fun and stimulating, using open-ended resources to cover a range of skills across the curriculum whilst the main focus is on mathematical development.

	Number of children:  6

	Age of children:  3
	Number of adults:  1

	Location:  Garden Area of Setting

	Preparation time:10 minutes
	Activity time:  30 minutes

	Resources:
Play sand, variety of pebbles, variety of sticks, large sand tray and stand. 

	Aim/s of activity:
· Children to explore the sand, pebbles and sticks for sensory feedback and discussion about how they feel- smooth, rough, hard, soft, bumpy- expanding vocabulary. 
· Opportunity to develop mathematical concepts such as big, small, heavy and light.
· Opportunity for sorting by size, colour, shape and category.
· Making and identifying shapes using the sticks
· Construction using the pebbles to build towers
· Counting 
· Mark making in sand using the sticks
· Using pebbles and sticks to make and discuss simple patterns




	Links to outcomes:
As outlined in Welsh Government (2021) the links to the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework are:
· Developing Numerical Reasoning- Use every day and mathematical language to talk about their own ideas and choices
· Using Number Skills- Count reliably up to 5 objects
· Using Measuring Skills- Compare, sort and order two objects in terms of size, weight or capacity by direct observation
· Using Data Skills- Sort and match sets of objects or pictures by recognizing similarities
                                                                                 

	Differentiation:
This activity can be adapted to meet the individual needs of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). 

	Health and safety:
An activity risk assessment will be in place prior to the activity being carried out.

	Role of adult/adults:
· Role of the adult will be to model/provide inspirations with materials as well as scaffold for children during their play. 
· Adult to use specific language for mathematical concepts including big, bigger, biggest, small, smaller and smallest, heavy and light.
· To observe mathematical skills through play




Section 2- Evaluation of Activity Plan

The activity plan has several positive aspects as well as points for development. The time allocated for the activity was considered and set based on the routine of the setting however, The International Montessori School (IMS) (2021) suggest, where children are able to participate in play for longer periods of time, the more play and learning that takes place. IMS (2021) continues that uninterrupted periods of play allow children to deepen their learning as well as develop focus and concentration skills.  Caro (2012) supports this concept stating that through uninterrupted play opportunities children are able to develop to full potential, build confidence, have an awareness of capabilities as well as achieve milestones at an individual pace. 

National Childbirth Trust (NCT) (no date) suggests that outdoor play is not only an exciting, sensory experience but also important for children’s learning and development. Rogers (2019) shares this view stating that spending time in natural environments is beneficial to human health and encourages children to engage in play as people innately seek connections with nature, which is referred to as Biophilia. Bottrill (2018) also reflects the opinion of using outdoor environments to enhance health and development, suggesting that children should co-exist with aspects of natural environments such as trees as they offer a variety of learning opportunities. The activity plan states the activity will take place in the garden area of the setting, which would offer and accommodate all of these aspects and experiences. 

The resources used within the activity plan are natural, open-ended resources. Tucker (2014) suggests that aesthetic resources, including natural materials, are often best to use within play activities as the resources offer opportunities for creativity, as well as learning across the curriculum including mathematical development. Ranheim (2021) supports this further suggesting that natural materials sit under the umbrella of ‘loose parts’. Ranheim (2021) continues that, due to the endless play opportunities that stem from using these types of resources, natural loose parts are particularly suited to mathematics. Loose parts play supports children’s self-esteem as there is no set way to use the materials, therefore children have a sense of achievement. Building confidence through positive play experiences not only supports emotional development but also ignites a curiosity for experimentation and discovery through play that further supports development holistically (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY), 2019). PACEY (2019) continue that loose parts play enables materials to be used to meet individual needs of children as the resources are adaptable to differing ages and stages of development.

The differentiation section of the activity plan does not contain enough detail regarding how the activity can be adapted to meet the individual needs of children with diagnosed or emerging additional learning needs. As suggested by Welsh Government (2018), planning should be flexible and responsive to individual needs to ensure a fully inclusive approach. Principles of equality and inclusion should underpin all practice and policy with regards to children. Children should be offered equality of opportunity by practitioners to ensure the chance to flourish and achieve regardless of any personal factors such as disability, race, gender, background or religion (Griffin, 2008). Practitioners should be confident when implementing support strategies for children to ensure any barriers are overcome therefore enabling children to reach full potential (Welsh Government, 2018). To empower practitioners to fully support children with emerging or diagnosed additional learning needs through the activity, the differentiation section of the plan should hold more specific adaptations based on known individual needs of children within the group. 

The Health and Safety element of the activity plan discusses the fact that an activity risk assessment will be conducted prior to the activity taking place. Recognising and identifying risks within activities enables practitioners to offer safe play opportunities without hindering development or enjoyment. Play is beneficial for children’s well-being and development and it is important that a balance between managing risk and children accessing a wide range of play opportunities is established (Health and Safety Executive (HSE), 2012).  However, HSE (no date) also suggest there is a legal duty to assess any risk to the health and safety of a person. Therefore, the health and safety section of the activity plan would be more robust if it contained a risk assessment of the garden area of the setting where the activity was to take place. In addition, the lone working policy would need to be considered as the plan suggests only one adult is required to support the activity. Swansea Council (no date) suggests where lone working is required; a safe system of work needs to be implemented. This would include the practitioner being competent and able to respond in an emergency situation ensuring equipment such as first aid kits were suitable and available as well as staff being trained. Considering these aspects and including them on the activity plan would ensure a holistic approach to health and safety as the activity, working circumstances and environment would then have been considered. 

The section of the plan outlining the role of the adult could include more detail to ensure any practitioner carrying out the activity would be clear of the requirements of the adult within the activity. Whilst language to develop mathematical concepts is outlined, considering and noting metacognitive thinking and talk on the plan would enhance the activity as Siraj-Blatchford and Asani (2015) suggest that adults can offer a range of experiences through talk, modelling and joint activities. Children can then be aware of the thought process of the adult, which in turn sustains the quality interaction and engagement within the activity. The role of the adult within the plan is also to scaffold for the children in the group. The Reggio Emilia approach (Thornton and Brunton, 2015) agrees with and embeds scaffolding as part of practice, encouraging practitioners to plan and explore activities in advance. A thorough knowledge of the activity and scaffolding requirements are then obtained beforehand by practitioners to ensure children are supported to reach meaningful plans and suggestions to problem solve. Furthermore, practitioners are able to identify and eradicate areas where direct instruction could interrupt and adulterate play (Papatheodorou, no date). 

Section 3- Resources

The resources set out within the activity plan are open-ended, natural, loose parts resources. Using these types of resources within play activities provides opportunities for children to invent, explore, create and use imagination, which in turn drives learning (Fox and Wirth, 2021).  In addition, the activity involves sand, another natural material that offers open-ended play opportunities as it can take many different forms (Pathways, 2020). Bottrill (2018) supports this further suggesting that sand play should take place in a large outdoor zone and include natural materials thus allowing opportunities for a range of learning experiences to take place. 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development cited in Woolfson (2001) emphasises the importance of hands-on, practical play to support development and learning. Bottrill (2018) shares this opinion suggesting children need to apply mathematical understanding practically through play, continuing that mathematics through play ensures there are no restrictions thus becoming a more fun, fulfilling experience for children. PACEY (2019) suggest loose parts are used at a child’s discretion, as they are non-prescriptive in nature and allow imagination and creativity to lead play. Community Playthings (2014) shares this opinion outlining that loose parts are the opposite of toys, with loose parts being open-ended and manufactured toys having specific purposes. Loose parts play is a way in which adults can offer children the opportunity to develop mathematical skills through play as it provides opportunities for high-level creativity with objects that have no set purpose or method of play, whilst manufactured toys are limited concerning flexibility with fixed, predetermined outcomes (Perth and Kinross Council, no date). As demonstrated within the activity plan, natural resources allow for cross-curricular learning and skills to be experienced and developed. Whilst the activity is centred around mathematical development with clear links to outcomes noted on the plan, there are also links to other outcomes that form part of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (2013) such as Developing and Presenting Information and Ideas, Organising Ideas and Information and Writing Accurately that are apparent within the activity (Welsh Government, 2021). Similarly, this would be the case for activities centred around other areas of development where mathematical skills could still be encouraged, practised, observed and developed. Tucker (2014) suggests that early mathematical concepts are best understood through the vehicle of play. 

There is a variety of evidence that demonstrates the benefits of loose parts resources over traditional, manufactured toys when discussing mathematical development. Wing and Tacon (2007) agree that children will not understand mathematics and number solely through working with figures however, argue that Numicon as a mathematical resource has several positive aspects. The physical ‘doing’ with Numicon allows children to see what practitioners are attempting to teach to support mathematical thinking. This covers a range of mathematical skills such as pattern, calculations, shape, size, ordering and subitizing. Numicon enables children to develop the abstract idea of number in small, manageable steps thus developing confidence, which in turn has an impact on a child’s perseverance and success within activities and mathematical development (Wing and Tacon, 2007). In contrast, Play Wales Chwarae Cymru (2020) suggest that, when using loose parts, children generally develop more skill and competence in comparison to using traditional, manufactured toys. Fox and Wirth (2021) support this suggesting that nature offers a variety of resources that provide children with rich learning experiences, with resources such as pinecones or bark from trees demonstrating pattern and sequences that would not be easily replicated in a manufactured, plastic toy. 

When discussing resources, both the indoor and outdoor environments can also be considered. Bottrill (2018) suggests that the outdoor environment should be considered as part of the classroom explaining that the outdoor world can offer more potential than that of the inside of a classroom. Bottrill (2018) continues that outdoor provision is effective when it offers opportunities for children to explore, participate in risky play and to interpret independently. Early Years Matters (2021) shares this opinion suggesting that children should have daily access to outdoor provision as it is free from the restrictions of the indoor environment.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Moorhouse (2021) suggests that the outdoor environment is the best place for children to learn whilst experiencing joy and excitement. Early Years Matters (2021) supports this stating outdoor environments encourage active learning, creativity and problem solving. Learning and development are enhanced, with children using five times the amount of language outdoors in comparison to indoors. However, it is argued that indoor environments can also impact children’s learning and development. However, in order to be effective and rich in opportunity, indoor environments require careful consideration and planning to ensure accessibility for all children, as well as flexibility to accommodate children’s changing needs and interests (Early Years Matter, 2021). This is in comparison to outdoor environments that naturally encourage play, learning and exploration with little need for planning such as splashing in puddles, exploring plants and observing insects (Moorhouse, 2021). 

Section 4-Role of the Adult

Within the activity plan, a part of the adult role is to scaffold for children. Jones-Branch (2006) outlines that scaffolding describes the way in which practitioners can support children to achieve a higher level of understanding. This is practice that Bruner (1991) advocates, suggesting practitioners should be proactive, providing high quality interactions that perform as a scaffold to a child’s learning (Tucker, 2014). Education Partnerships Inc (EPI) (no date) discusses Bruner’s Spiral Curriculum suggesting that the main features of the concept; revisiting topics, increasing the level of complexity with each revisit and children using old learning to support and put into context new learning, allows children to progress through a topic, activity or skill reinforcing knowledge as well as obtaining new knowledge throughout. Hewett (2001) discusses the role of the adult as part of the Reggio Emilia approach where the adult is viewed as co-learner alongside children, being a guide and facilitator. Careful planning and consideration is given to all projects and activities within the Reggio Emilia approach prior to child participation. This method allows adults to be aware of the process the child will experience which in turn enhances the scaffolding and facilitation afforded to children throughout the activity (Papatheodorou, no date). 

Tucker (2014) suggests that Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1991) both place emphasis on the use of language to support learning and development, as social interaction with peers and practitioners is viewed as a way in which children learn about and make sense of the world. Welsh Government (2015) share this opinion outlining in the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales the aim for children to become capable, creative, confident and informed individuals learning throughout life and becoming citizens of the world. 

Siraj-Blatchford (2009) suggests Sustained Shared Thinking (SST) supports learning through shared playful activities and sustained quality interactions. Siraj-Blatchford (2009) continues that by practitioners sharing thoughts aloud and asking open-ended questions that support investigation and problem solving, a child’s engagement level is higher which in turn further supports learning and development. McInnes, et al. (2013) agrees that play should be co-constructed between both adult and child, however outlines that practitioners should ensure the child views the shared interactions as playful. Where children view activities as adult-led tasks as opposed to playful, the quality of the interaction and overall learning outcome for the child is negatively impacted in comparison to when tasks are viewed as true play. Practitioners should be aware of the cues children use to deem situations as playful and non-playful, such as adult involvement and choice to participate, to ensure that children have the opportunity to learn and develop through true playful experiences (McInnes, et al. 2011). IMS (2021) agree with this arguing that children’s engagement levels decrease when play is interrupted by an adult continuing that, within the Montessori approach, learners are given a significant amount of open and uninterrupted time each day to independently choose and direct personal learning becoming truly immersed in play. Bottrill (2018) shares this opinion stating that real play is owned by children and until children are engaged and immersed in real play, then true learning cannot take place. 

Parents can also be considered when discussing the role of the adult. Thornton and Brunton (2015) outline the importance and emphasis placed on respectful relationships within the Reggio Emilia approach, suggesting relationships and communication between children, parents and practitioners are viewed as essential components to supporting the learning and development of a child. 

Bottrill (2018) suggests parents can be a key resource to supporting mathematical development encouraging practitioners to communicate with parents, sharing ideas and modelling language to promote and support learning at home. Bottrill (2018) continues that parents often feel more confident and find supporting mathematical learning less stressful than other areas of learning due to the nature of mathematics being in everyday life. Jay, Rose and Simmons (2018) agree that parents can use day-to-day household and life experiences to connect home and school learning concerning mathematics, however argue that parents do not always recognise the potential to use the home environment as a tool to apply mathematics, therefore children miss this opportunity. Furthermore Jay, Rose and Simmons (2018) suggest there is a correlation between perception of parental ability and parental experience within mathematics to children’s attainment in mathematical development whether positive or negative. Therefore, it is the role of the practitioner to build upon relationships and communication, ensuring parents feel included and informed thus having a positive effect on learning outcomes for children (Sirvani, 2007). 
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