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East Dunbartonshire Council 
Play Pedagogy Strategy 2023-2024

Primary School Guidance (Updated by the Play Pedagogy Steering Group in April 2023)




‘Investing in children’s play is one of the most important things we can do to improve children’s health and wellbeing in Scotland.’
Sir Harry Burns, Former Chief Medical Officer Scotland.
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1. Introduction and aims

1.1 Introduction and context
East Dunbartonshire Council (EDC) works to achieve ‘excellence and equity for all learners’. We strive to provide children with a curriculum which meets children’s developmental needs, encourages them to achieve and attain highly, and enables them to thrive regardless of economic disadvantage and other challenges.  One of the National Improvement Framework’s aims is to achieve  improvements in attainment, particularly in literacy and numeracy.
In recent years there has been a renewed recognition of the importance of a play based approach in the early years of Primary School education, and the Scottish Government has set out a clear expectation that outdoor play should be an integral part of this approach (e.g. Play Strategy for Scotland (2013), How Good is Our School 4 and Realising the Ambition (2019)).  The Curriculum for Excellence gives prominence to play pedagogy, particularly across the Early Level, which bridges the transition between Early Years and Primary School. It is recognised that this transition will likely be smoother for the child if play pedagogy continues as the main vehicle for learning in Primary 1 and beyond (Building the Curriculum 2).
The learning environment in the early stages of primary school should not look or feel starkly different from a motivating ELC environment. The level of provocation might be greater, the interaction might be more challenging, and the experiences on offer might be different, but the school environment should be conducive to learning through play.’ Realising the Ambition (2019), pp 45 – 46.
In East Dunbartonshire Council a Quality Improvement Officer and Senior Educational Psychologist, alongside the Early Level Support Teacher team and a group of Play Champion practitioners, have led the implementation and evaluation of play pedagogy within all of East Dunbartonshire Council’s Primary schools.   This process started in 2016 with a pilot programme involving 4 schools.  Details of the timeline and journey of play pedagogy within EDC are available on request.
While Covid-19 resulted in school closures for 2 prolonged periods (March – June 2020 and January – April 2021) and resulting measures being put in place within educational establishments to ensure the safest possible learning environments, an unexpected advantage was that there was an increase in the level of learning outdoors that took place across all stages of the curriculum.  During this time, features of the play pedagogy learning environment continued within all Primary Schools.
For Session 2023-2024 a programme of ‘in person’ practitioner Professional Learning Community (PLC) sessions, Play Pedagogy Steering Group meetings, Central Team school support visits and Play Pedagogy Forums are planned, including practitioner visits to one another’s establishments.  
1.2 Play Pedagogy Steering Group
The Play Pedagogy Steering Group comprises a Quality Improvement Officer, a Senior Educational Psychologist, the Early Level Support Teachers and the Play Champions.  This group meets at least once per term to plan the Play Pedagogy Programme (PLCs and Play Forum), to ensure there is Quality Assurance and evaluation built into the programme and to update the Implementation resources, including the Audit Toolkit and Collaborative Practitioner Enquiry documents.  Dates for Steering Group meetings this session are:
· 28th August 2023
· 11th January 2024
· 16th April 2024.

1.3 Aims for Session 2023-2024
In Session 2023-2024 the Play Pedagogy Programme aims to: 
· Continue to provide high quality ‘in person’ Professional Learning Community sessions, including peer support visits and practice sharing.
· Work towards all School Senior Management and staff teams being knowledgeable of the principles and understanding the value of play pedagogy.
· Support schools as they adapt their teaching and learning approaches to develop their play pedagogy further. 
· Further develop the Play Champions’ role, both within their own schools and strategically.
· Consider how outdoor spaces can be used more frequently and effectively to enhance play pedagogy.
· Continue to encourage continuity and progression in learning through smooth transitions between Early Years’ Centres, Primary 1 and beyond.  This could include visits to Early Years’ centres by primary practitioners. 
· Continue to empower children to be active participants in their own learning, make decisions and choices involved in planning their learning.
· Continue to support practitioners to undertake clear planning, self-evaluation and to gather and analyse data for improvement; using a range of tools including observations.  
· Continue to support individual learners with Additional Support Needs within the play pedagogy environment. 
· Continue to work with parents and carers and support them to understand and support the play pedagogy approach to learning.
· To plan for and explore child led learning at all stages of primary school. 
· To evaluate the impact of the Play Pedagogy Programme (2023-2024) and to plan for Session 2024-2025.
1.4 The work and impact of the Play Pedagogy Programme Session 2022-2023
	Evaluative Update: June 2023
	Evaluation of impact

	This session, the Play Pedagogy Strategy was refreshed to reflect progress, which included the development of a Play Pedagogy Steering Group to plan and evaluate play pedagogy implementation across EDC Primary Schools.

The supporting implementation documents; the Play Pedagogy Audit Toolkit and Collaborative Practitioner Enquiry documents were updated in consultation with the Steering Group, and relaunched at the Play Forum (May 2023).

The professional learning community sessions (PLCs) for play pedagogy have all taken place in person this session.  The themes for the PLCs have included observations, planning, literacy and there was also a Play Forum.  There have been guest speakers from Education Scotland and neighbouring local authorities.

All practitioners have been given opportunities to share practice, including visits to one another’s schools as a core part of the PLC programme.  The lead QIO, EP and the Early Level Support Teachers have also provided supportive visits to individual schools on request.  

In January 2023, the lead EP and an Early Years QIO colleague were once again asked to guest present at a lecture about play pedagogy to First Year Educational Psychology Trainees at Dundee University.  Questions for the trainees were gathered and the session was interactive.  Feedback about the session from the trainee EPs via the lecturer was very positive. 

The ASN and play pedagogy working party continued to be supported by the lead EP and QIO this session.  The play pedagogy work carried out in Campsie View school was Accredited by the GTC.  There is a working group to develop play pedagogy in Woodland View school, led by the school’s Head Teacher and supported by the lead EP and QIO.  

Bespoke whole school training has been carried out by the lead EP and QIO to support knowledge and understanding of play pedagogy by the staff team, including support staff (Hillhead Primary, May 2023).  

There have been close links made with the West Partnership and Education Scotland, and there are now agreed Play Pedagogy Principles for the West Partnership.  
	In May 2023 an evaluation was completed by 43 participants who took part in the PLC programme during Session 2022-2023.  The feedback was universally positive and the identified strengths of the programme, impact of the programme on practice and requests for aspects of training/topics next session are summarised in Appendix A.  

At a practitioner and school level, the impact of play pedagogy is captured in individual children’s progress which includes Benchmarks, photos, observations, children and parent/carer feedback.  The Audit Toolkit and CPE are being used by some practitioners to evaluate progress and impact of play pedagogy. 

The Nurture Steering Group will evaluate the extent to which the Aims for Session 2022-2023, as outlined in the Play Pedagogy Strategy, have been met and set aims for 2023-2034. 

The work of EDC has continued to be highlighted by Education Scotland as examples of good practice, including in Education Scotland’s Play Pedagogy Toolkit.

High quality and consistently applied pedagogical practice in turn leads to raised attainment and improved wellbeing and inclusion for pupils, including those with ASN.

In September 2023 the lead EP will be facilitating a practice sharing workshop at a West Partnership EP conference on the area of play pedagogy, which will be evaluated by participants.

Several authorities including Inverclyde, Glasgow, South Lanarkshire and East Renfrewshire have requested consultation with EDC to support the development of their play pedagogy and a cross-authority working party has been established by the lead QIO.











2. The Model for Play Pedagogy in EDC
Schools in East Dunbartonshire make use of the Julie Fisher Model to plan for children’s experiences. The model divides the child’s time into three types of activity, and each type is given equal weight (although the day to day planning allows for significant flexibility in terms of allocation of time to each activity).  This model can and should be used as a framework for play pedagogy that takes place indoors and outdoors.


2.1 Child-Led Learning: 
Children are planners; the resources they select and where they chose to play with them are private to the child. Play takes place indoors and outdoors, children can use the skills they have previously learned in ways that are freely chosen.  Adults can sensitively ‘up level’ play through their observations and interactions.
2.2 Adult-Led Learning:
The children learn something new/specific/valuable e.g. phonics, addition, subtraction, logging onto a computer etc.).  Extraction in small groups works well and should be how this learning is delivered in the majority of cases, particularly for literacy and numeracy.  
2.2 Adult-Initiated Learning: 
The adult provides a starting point/stimulus/provocation/invitation and observes what the children do with this. Adult-initiated tasks and experiences can be used to consolidate prior learning or to introduce new resources/materials. Adult-initiated tasks are not formally led by an adult; children complete them independently.  Adult-initiated tasks, often known as ‘Star Tasks’ rely on children having a high degree of autonomy. Children will record the completion of these activities using a task or target board.  Time should be taken early in the school year to train children in using these task/target boards independently. 




2.4 How the Model Interacts:
The Julie Fisher model is dynamic and there should be clear, visible links in classroom practice between the triad of activity types. Below is an example of how activities might interact. 
Child Led
Child uses new cutting skills unprompted (play).
Adult Initiated
Teacher sets up provocation with lengths of different materials for the child to cut.
Adult Led
Teacher works directly with child on cutting skills.
Observation
Child is observed attempting to cut paper into long strips during play.





















2.5 Observations
Different types of observations will offer us different understanding of the child, their learning, and their interactions with the environment. Observation should form a key part of daily planning in settings. Observations do not need to solely focus on Child Led activity, an adult led task can be observed to allow the observer to understand the engagement of the child.   A core component of the Play Pedagogy PLC Programme is using observations; notable training for practitioners on the Ferre Laevers’ scales of Engagement and Wellbeing.  



2. Additional Support Needs (ASN) and Play Pedagogy
All children benefit from a play-based approach and opportunities to learn outdoors, including those with additional support needs (ASN).  Children who have ASN have shown improved social skills, improved fine and gross motor skills as well as increased opportunities for communication within a play based school setting (White, 2006).  Within the play pedagogy environment, there are significant opportunities to differentiate for all children, promote inclusion and meet individual needs.
In Session 2021-2022, a pilot of ASN and play pedagogy began, involving pupils and practitioners from a range of ASN resources and schools.  A teacher from an ASN school has been awarded Accreditation by the General Teaching Council for her work in this area (2022).  The work from this pilot was shared at a Play Conference which took place in June 2022.  A working group is overseeing play pedagogy practice within the newly build ASN School; Woodland View, which opened in August 2023. 
3. Professional Learning Programme and Evaluation 
Between March 2020 and June 2022, the Play Pedagogy Steering group worked to ensure that the advances made in play pedagogy within EDC were not lost during the Covid-19 related restrictions.  Online PLCs and the use of a well-established Teams’ page supported EDC’s Primary schools in continuing with the principles of play pedagogy over this period.  Now that Covid restrictions have been completely removed, the professional learning programmes in Session 2022-2023 and 2023-2024 have been ‘in person’.  The Teams’ page is used to store all presentations and documents from each of the PLCs and Play Forums, as well as being a means of making announcements and promoting upcoming events.  Practitioners can use the ‘chat’ function to ask questions and engage in discussion.
For Session 2023-2024 the Play Pedagogy PLC Programme PLCs is a mixture of presentations and workshops, sharing of practice and visits to school settings where play pedagogy is embedded in practice:
PLC 1: Thursday 14th September 2023 – An overview of Play Pedagogy and supporting documents
PLC 2: Week beginning 9th October 2023 – Practitioner visits to schools
Play Visits (by Steering Group to schools) – Week beginning 6th November 2023 (by arrangement)
PLC 3: 21st November 2023 – Planning 
PLC 4: 5th December 2023 – Observations 
PLC 5: 25th January 2024 – Provocations in Literacy and Numeracy 
Play Visits (by Steering Group to schools) – Week beginning 19th February 2024 (by arrangement)
PLC 6: Week beginning 19th March 2024 – Practitioner visits to schools
PLC 7: Tuesday 23rd April 2024 – Play pedagogy and additional support needs
Play Forum and evaluation: Tuesday 21st May 2024
There will be an end of Session Evaluation at the Play Forum in May 2024, which will incorporate feedback from practitioners, including members of the Steering Group, and will also include an evaluation of the Programme itself.  To support implementation and evaluation at school and practitioner level, there is a Play Pedagogy Audit Toolkit, and guidance on using Collaborative Practitioner Enquiry, which have been updated by the Play Pedagogy Steering Group and which were relaunched at the Play Pedagogy Forum on 15 May 2023.





























[bookmark: _Hlk142570119]Appendix A: Evaluation of Play Pedagogy Programme 2022-2023 
Completed by 43 participants – probationer teachers, class teachers, Principal Teachers, Senior Managers, practitioners from other West Partnership authorities.
Strengths of Play Pedagogy Programme:
· The implementation and evaluation documents, especially the Play Pedagogy Toolkit, which can support planning at a school level
· The structure of the programme – PLCs, school visits, supportive visits and Play Forum
· The focus on collaboration at school and cross-authority levels
· The opportunities to visit other schools and have time to have professional dialogue with other teachers
· Having supportive visits from members of the Steering Group
· Sharing of resources and ideas
· Opportunities to reflect on own class and school’s play environment.
· Signposting to further reading and resources
· The Teams’ page which stores all the presentations and documents, and where questions can be asked.  
· Involvement of Allan Flemming, Education Scotland, in 2 of the events provided a national overview and fresh ideas as well as reassurance of Education Scotland’s position regarding play pedagogy.   

Impact on practice:

· Significant impact on practice, allowing more informed school level leadership e.g. monthly play pedagogy planning meetings
· Increased knowledge and ideas to support planning and practice
· Informing School Improvement Plan (Head Teacher)
· Making connections with colleagues in the wider West Partnership (looking outwards)
· Gaining valuable practical skills and ideas (e.g. Ferre Leavers) which have been implemented into pedagogy.
· The resources shared supported implementation of play pedagogy at classroom level
· Reflection on practice, identifying areas to improve and liaising with relevant members of staff in order to make changes.
· Introduction of literacy provocations through play which has increased engagement of children in books.
· Increased use of Ferre Leavers allowing more targeted intervention planning for improving wellbeing and engagement
· Creating a play policy which has been shared with the whole staff team
· A much deeper understanding of the use of observations
· Increased motivation and inspiration for next session.  
· Increased confidence in practice, recognising that play pedagogy can look different in every school. 
· Increased reassurance that continuing to provide valuable play opportunities is key to children’s development.
· The development of new shared spaces e.g. open area for all Primary 1s
· The development of learning zones resulting in children showing increased creativity and independence.  



Next steps:
· Tracking the impact of play pedagogy on attainment and comparing to similar cohorts in the school who work ‘more traditionally’
· An input on planning and assessing play pedagogy including sharing documentation between schools
· More sharing of practice including visits to other schools (including during school day)
· Continue to focus of the development of play pedagogy across the West Partnership
· Practical ideas for implementing play pedagogy (a bank of resources?)
· Considering taking play pedagogy into middle and upper primary (merge with PEBL)
· An annual Play Forum with a wide range of speakers
· Ongoing introduction programme to support practitioners new to Play Pedagogy
· A focus on provocations for literacy and numeracy
· An input on loose parts
· A focus on taking play pedagogy outdoors
· Information for school senior managers 
· Further input from Education Scotland
· Further information about setting up ‘target tasks’
· Examples of classroom layout
· More photographs of classroom/provocations 
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