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‘Linked Learning’ - how to maximise play based learning from Early Years into Year 1 

 

At Greenwood Academies Trust we are privileged to work with fantastic practitioners who are committed to the continuous development of their 

craft, and to supporting their colleagues to do the same.  There are high levels of collaboration and support within and between academies, both 

informally and formally in our extensive range of facilitated networks.  The Early Years network is one such example, where practitioners across the 

trust regularly meet, support, share ideas and work together with other experts to extend their practice.   

 

It is my pleasure to share this research project booklet which gives a flavour of some of the work at one of our academies.  This research has been 

led by Amy Short, EYFS Lead at Beacon Primary Academy, where this approach has been implemented, monitored & reviewed over the last 3 years. 

 

‘Linked Learning’ is an approach that supports and maximises play based learning in Year 1.  This approach ensures that the children have the 

opportunities to apply their explicitly taught key skills within the context of highly effective and challenging continuous provision ensuring both 

consolidation and extension of learning. 

 

The impact of implementing this approach has been evident at Beacon with them achieving a Y1 phonics screening score of 90% in 2022, which sits 

alongside their other above average Y1 results. 

Thanks to Amy and her team for all their hard work collating this project. 

 

Martha Mullen 

GAT Early Years Adviser 

September 2022 
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Research  

Albert Einstein is often ascribed as saying that ‘play is the highest form of research’. There is a strong argument that this is indeed true. There 

is significant evidence to prove play-based learning appropriateness and effectiveness. Many successful countries do not start formal education 

until they are 7 years old. Most children at 5 years old are not physically, emotionally, or academically ready to take on the formal model of 

teaching and learning (Duncombe, 2016), which can then develop a range of issues that would not appear in a play-based environment. In a very 

interesting book ‘Let Me Be Five’, there is a line that says there is no reason why children who are just five should have to change the way they 

learn, simply because they are starting Year 1 (Quirk, 2020). A counter argument given against a play-based curriculum after EYFS (Early Years 

Foundation Stage), is that it hinders the more able children. However, there is evidence to suggest that all children need to play, even the most 

able, as through quality play experiences children will be engaged and challenged (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2018). It is also well known 

that high level engagement gives the best opportunity for high level attainment. A child that is engrossed in play, in a well-planned and resourced 

environment, most certainly has high levels of engagement, therefore setting them up well for high levels of attainment (Bryce-Clegg, 2019).  

 

When thinking about child development, Piaget (1952) identifies four periods of development covering from birth to adulthood. The 

preoperational stage, ranging from 2 – 6 years, is suggested to be the period in which children think symbolically, learn to use language, and 

represent their ideas using pictures and objects. He expands further by suggesting that during that stage children are highly active, learning 

through interacting with their environment and first-hand experiences. Piaget argued that it was not until 7 years of age there is a developmental 

change where children begin to think abstractly (Jarvis and Chandler, 2001). Piaget’s suggestion regarding the development of children, suggests 

that a formal approach to education in Year 1 is not developmentally appropriate. 
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The National Curriculum and the formal approach it demands of the children when they enter Year 1 leaves a question to be asked; why do 

people believe that once a child reaches the age of 5 years old they no longer need the same teaching and learning opportunities available to a 

4-year-old? Fisher (2010) feels that the learning needs of a Year 1 child is very similar to those in Reception, “children should not go from 

being a ‘unique child’ (DCSF 2008) to a ‘Year 1’ in one small step down the school corridor”. Drake (2009) replicates this, “play should not be 

seen by the adult as a separate activity”, however states that, “free play in an ill-equipped environment with little thought given to the 

opportunities and support offered is not guaranteed, or even likely to lead to appropriately challenging learning experiences for all children. 

For experiences of the highest quality to take place, children’s play and learning needs to be planned carefully”. 

 

This is then expanded on by stating that this relates to planning an enabling environment which includes provision and adult support. A worry for 

teachers can be that they do not have enough time to cover all aspects of the National Curriculum whilst children spend time in ‘play’. Fisher 

(2010) points out that, “Play is not ‘another subject’, not something ‘other than’ the curriculum – it is the way in which most children will access 

and learn the stuff of the curriculum in a highly effective way” (p.93). Key Elements of Effective Practice guidance (DfES 2005) makes an 

interesting point that within Early Years there is no distinction between work and play for children and there should not be for practitioners. 

This then leads to the question, why once children enter a formal KS1 environment is there the obvious separation of ‘work’ and ‘play’? An 

environment that is well planned and which combines children’s interests with the demands of the National Curriculum, provides the opportunity 

for challenging and valuable learning. This enables children to revisit and embed their skills and knowledge (Bryce-Clegg, 2020). Mader (2021) 

adds another reason why play is so important by articulating that play boosts well-being in children. She highlights that it allows children to 

progress in a variety of areas. Play is not a luxury; it is a necessity! 
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Developing a Play-Based Approach in Year 1 

 

The pandemic allowed us to take a step back and look at the transition that the children would need on their entry into Year 1. We thought back 

to previous ‘normal’ years and identified that we usually saw a dip in children’s attention and wellbeing when in Year 1.  

 

To prepare for making the Year 1 environment more play based, a clear understanding of the underlying principles of the EYFS was gained. 

These are the foundations that needed to be built upon for the learning to be both meaningful and effective. A clear understanding that play 

is learning and not ‘just play’ is needed. The transition to a play-based environment will not be smooth; it requires willingness to take risks, lose 

some of the control formal teaching provides and accept that there will be a fair amount of mess. It can feel like you need to justify what 

each child is learning to anyone that comes into the classroom to begin with, especially those that view the learning as ‘just playing’. But once 

you find the way it works for you, this feeling will go. One thing that is important when planning is to ensure that there is an adult in the 

environment with the children so they can focus on the engagement and attainment of all the children: observing, supporting, challenging and 

teaching them. It can be tempting to keep a group back after a whole class input but if there is not that adult in the provision then the adult’s 

focus is solely on that focus group. The adult in the environment may have an objective they want to observe, however this should not be a 

forced job. It should be a focus for if the opportunity presents itself, enhancing and extending their play, not interrupting it. Intervention can 

also be delivered this way, taking it into their play can make it much more impactful.  

 

It is also important that the resources are carefully planned so that the provision can continue the learning in the absence of adults. To do this 

the skills and knowledge that the children need to gain are identified and then the resources are planned around it. A carefully planned 

environment allows for incidental learning, such as animals in the small world in baskets according to animal groups and Numicon tidied away into 

number bonds. The chances of getting it right straight away is low, it takes some ‘trial and error’ and every cohort is different. The first few 
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terms we were forever changing things until we were happy with how it was all working. We are now heading into our 3rd full year of continuous 

provision in Year 1 and there are still elements that are not perfect, but that is the advantage of continuous provision, it enables practitioners 

to take a step back, observe and then make the changes that are needed.  
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Fitting Everything In  

As an article by Early Excellence (McHugh 2022) says, “continuous provision in Year 1 is not an add on or 

something to fit into the curriculum, it is the curriculum”. Fitting in the demands of the National Curriculum 

and running a continuous provision environment can be overwhelming and seem impossible. There are different 

ways practitioners do this and it does depend on the cohort of children you have, however, an effective way 

that we have tried and tested is ‘Rainbow Challenges’. These are independent, non-negotiable, daily challenges 

that enable you to gain the ‘evidence’ needed for the foundation subjects. You can choose to deliver the 

teaching needed for these subjects through provision or as a carpet session as suggested in the example 

timetable above. This is modelled to children during the challenge chat part of the day. The recording of 

these depends on what you decide works best, Tapestry or similar is a good option. With modelling, the children 

can take their own photograph of their completed challenge. This then just needs an adult to look over the 

task, as you would in an exercise book, to identify any misconceptions and errors. Rainbow Challenges also 

provides the opportunity to continuously revisit and embed previously taught concepts.  

 

Carefully planned provision can do a large amount of the teaching for you. Once you have your environment set up with the areas your current cohort 

needs, you can then use your medium-term planning for each subject to assist your weekly provision plans of the enhancements for your areas. These 

enhancements should be weekly, some may even stay out longer than a week. When an adult is present alongside enhancements, the planned objectives 

the children ‘may’ learn is increased. Knowing that not every child will use your enhancements or secure the objectives planned is essential. High-quality 

play can be disrupted by adults thinking that the children must use the enhancements and secure the planned objective. Your direct teaching sessions 

and non-negotiable challenges will cover all the objectives needed.  
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Activities and the environment 
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Useful books 

Effective Transition to Year 1 – Alistair Bryce-Clegg 

Let Me Be Five – Implementing a play-based curriculum in Year 1 and beyond – Sue Quirk 

Year 1 in Action – A month by month guide to taking Early Years pedagogy into KS1 – Anna Ephgrave 

Can I Go & Play Now? – Greg Bottrill  

Moving On to Key Stage 1 – Julie Fisher  

Interacting or Interfering? Improving interactions in the early years – Julie Fisher  

Continuous Provision: The Skills - Alistair Bryce-Clegg 

Upstart: The case for raising the school starting age and providing what the under-sevens really need. 
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Social Media 

Instagram has been extremely helpful for provision ideas and activities. Some of the activities have needed to be adapted to suit the 

needs of our children but they have provided invaluable support and guidance especially when we were just beginning the journey from 

formal teaching to continuous provision.  

Here are some pages that we have found really useful to us, although there is a whole network of teacher Instagram accounts once you 

start looking. It can become a little overwhelming, but it is essential to remember that everything looks amazing on social media. 

eyfs_year1penguins – our own continuous provision journey page 

Glitter in Reception 

Play_with_miss_may 

Katiesclassroom 

Mrswelchteacheryear1 

Heyitsmissr 

Year1_fun 

Ks1_continuous_provison…with Miss H 

mrs.jackson.y1 

missrose_y1 

miss_lvt_eyfs 

miss_lee_y1 
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missrdaily 

abcdoes 

stmichaelcp  - New to Instagram, established on Facebook (St Michael’s continuous provision – Facebook). 

Ks1playistheway 

KS1 Team 
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The Environment  

Most well-known philosophers of continuous provision suggest that children engage better with clearly defined, enclosed spaces. They suggest 

that this leads to less distractions, therefore enabling children to fully engage in their learning and communicate with their peers. The Reggio 

Emilia approach recognises the environment as a ‘third teacher’ (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011). Each area should have provision that is well 

seen and easily accessible. There are certain areas that work well together and promote problem solving, mathematical thinking and writing 

opportunities, such as the construction and the small world areas. However, each classroom will vary depending on the interests and needs of the 

cohort. Alistair Bryce Clegg suggests undertaking a Gap and Strength Analysis; this is where the practitioners use summative assessment to 

identify the strengths and needs of the cohort (this could be from the EYFS Profile for Term 1). This is then used to plan the environment and 

provision. Any areas of strength that are identified can be used to plan challenges to extend learning in those areas.  

 

Other ways to ensure the environment is working effectively for the children include getting down to the children’s level and seeing what the 

environment looks and feels like to them.  Also, by observing the children in the environment – areas that are not used by the children are wasted 

spaces; these could be used so that spaces that are well used can be expanded. It will also become quickly evident if a layout is not working and 

changes need to be made. Some areas you may want to start with include -  

Painting  Playdough 

Workshop (arts and crafts)  English and Maths (although these can be weaved through other areas) 

Small World Focus group work area 

Construction 

Investigation 

Free flow snack  
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Room Layout Idea 
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Indoor Provision Audit 
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Outdoor Provision Audit 
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NO WAY. THE HUNDRED IS THERE 

The child 

is made of one hundred. 

The child has 

a hundred languages 

a hundred hands 

a hundred thoughts 

a hundred ways of thinking 

of playing, of speaking. 

A hundred always a hundred 

ways of listening 

of marvelling of loving 

a hundred joys 

for singing and understanding 

a hundred worlds 

to discover 

a hundred worlds 

to invent 

a hundred worlds 

to dream. 

The child has 

a hundred languages 

(and a hundred hundred hundred more) 

but they steal ninety-nine. 

  

The school and the culture 

separate the head from the body. 
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They tell the child: 

to think without hands 

to do without head 

to listen and not to speak 

to understand without joy 

to love and to marvel 

only at Easter and Christmas. 

They tell the child: 

to discover the world already there 

and of the hundred 

they steal ninety-nine. 

They tell the child: 

that work and play 

reality and fantasy 

science and imagination 

sky and earth 

reason and dream 

are things 

that do not belong together. 

  

And thus they tell the child 

that the hundred is not there. 

The child says: 

No way. The hundred is there. 

  

Loris Malaguzzi   (translated by Lella Gandini) 
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