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Part 1 – Critically analyse the implementation of play based Early Years curricula, referring to evaluate research evidence and reports.

It is widely accepted throughout early years education that children learn through play. This play takes many forms such as structured, unstructured, child initiated, adult-led, creative, imaginative and exploratory,  amongst other things (Whitebread, Coltman, et el, 2009, pp 40). It is with this reasoning that the Foundation Phase was developed. The Foundation Phase is a play based curricula framework that focuses on children from the ages of three to seven years. The aim of the Foundation Phase is to strive to provide the children with a flying start in life, with the best possible basis for their development and future growth. (Foundation Phase, 2015). Monmouthshire Sir Fynwy (2021), agrees with this as they state that play is ‘crucial’ to the educational development of children. They continue to explain that play is how young children “make sense of the world”.

 The Foundation Phase encourages children to be creative and imaginative, whilst having fun. The children are provided the opportunity to explore the world around them and they are encouraged to explore concepts and share ideas (Welsh Government, 2018).  Welsh Government (2018), states that play is one of the main ways in which children learn. Welsh Government (2014), discusses that they place ‘great value’ on play and the importance it has on the children’s lives. They discuss this further, through stating that they believe it to be the child’s fundamental right to be able play. The United Nation Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1990), agrees with this as Article 31 states that all children have the right to rest, leisure and play. Article 28 also supports this, through stating that every child has the right to an education. 

The Foundation Phase was designed to be an inclusive framework that supports and meets the needs of the child in a holistic manner. This framework was designed to provide a developmental, experiential, play- based approach to teaching and learning 
(Welsh Government, 2015).  This is carried out through the children’s learning being separated into seven separate areas. This idea allows practitioners to assess children in their development and their learning in all areas, thus enabling the identification of any potential developmental delay, and in turn making early intervention possible. (Early Years Wales, 2020).

The Foundation Phase has many positive aspects, and many beneficial outcomes. It is focused on the individuality of the independent child. It also has a focus on the voice of the child and the importance of the child feeling included, supported and listened to. This idea is supported by Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. This theory discusses the importance of children having their basic needs met, and the detrimental effects that can occur, if this does not take place. National Improvement Hub (2021) explain that giving a voice to the children provides many benefits. They state that through asking the children for ideas and for their input, it enables practitioners to engage children through their own interests  and therefore provide a richer learning experience. They go on to express that through the children feeling heard, their confidence grows, and the children begin to realise their own potential. Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron et el, (2016) states that the inception of the Foundation Phase is to address the children’s developing needs, to enable them to benefit from educational opportunities later in life and help them to become active citizens in the community.

Monmouthshire Sir Fynwy (2021), also states that the Foundation Phase is built on the principles of learning through play. They identify that the Foundation Phase provides the opportunity for the children to be at the centre of their learning. They share their findings of research that was carried out and explain the many benefits of the Foundation Phase that they discovered. They state that when the Foundation Phase is delivered well, it provides a positive attitude towards learning. They highlight that children can make mistakes without fear of failing, whilst developing self-motivation and independence. 

Although the Foundation Phase has many benefits, it also has many negative aspects. An example of this, is that there is a variation in the delivery of the Foundation Phase. As practitioners do not receive training in this framework, it is left open to interpretation. This can be a positive thing if the practitioners are creative, however this can have a detrimental effect if the practitioners struggle in this area.  According to Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron et el, (2015), the delivery does not significantly differ according to region, school size or socio-economic status but differs considerably across classes, year groups and areas of learning. They believe that the variation in practice is partly due to the attitudes of practitioners towards the Foundation Phase. They highlight that there is a positive correlation between how favourable the head teacher and the lead practitioner is towards the Foundation Phase. 

Although the Foundation Phase has many excellent outcomes when it is delivered correctly, the question that needs to be asked is, ‘How does the intention of the Foundation Phase compare to the reality in practice?’ The intention of the Foundation Phase is that of a child centred, holistic approach that is focused on not just the child’s education but their wellbeing as a whole. It is about the children having the opportunity  to explore, problem solve, manage risks and be in control of their own learning. However, this often is not the case. Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron et el, (2015), state that 78% of activities  recorded through classroom observations are adult-led. They suggest that the reason for this, is that practitioners are ‘afraid’ of moving away from the formal pedagogies that was traditionally used, with the fear that this framework will result in lower standards. They raise the concern that the Foundation Phase is said to be ‘evolving’ with the reintroduction of formal literacy and numeracy sessions. This ensuring the children will perform well in the year two reading and numeracy tests.  Also, with practitioners needing to incorporate so many elements into their teaching and lessons, the Foundation Phase may become more like a tick box exercise, with practitioners briefly covering all of the individual areas, instead of ensuring that all children are fully understanding and developing in these areas. This is due to literacy and numeracy taking the main focus. 

Although the Foundation Phase is a play based curriculum, often inspections and assessments of the school setting do not encompass the benefits and impacts of the Foundation Phase,  but instead take a more traditional approach. It could be argued that as this framework has a holistic focus, with practitioners expected to provide holistic learning and support, it should be evaluated and assessed in a holistic manner.  However, currently these assessments focus on only one or two elements and not the overall performance of the setting, the children’s learning, development and progression. The Welsh Government (2020) agrees with this as they state that assessments should inform a holistic view on all learners learning progression and development.

 The Foundation Phase was created with the intention of a child centred approach, focusing on the unique child. The reasoning for this, is that every child is different, and every child is unique, they all have different strengths and weaknesses and different ways of learning. It could therefore be considered unfair for all children to be assessed in the same way. It is due to these concerns that an evaluation of the Foundation Phase was undertaken. Professor Donaldson was responsible for the evaluation and he produced the Successful Futures report. Donaldson (2015) states that the review has provided the opportunity to revisit and reassess the fundamental purposes of education. He also explains that the Welsh Government recognises the importance of each child and young person having the opportunity to benefit from the curriculum and the assessment arrangements, stating that they should be meeting their current needs and equipping them for their future lives. 
Donaldson’s Successful Futures report evaluated the Foundation Phase. It identified all of the positive elements of the framework; however, it also highlighted all the issues and all of the areas that were not working effectively. Due to this, the Foundation Phase will be changing, and in its place, the New Curriculum. The Curriculum for Wales. Unlike the Foundation Phase, the New Curriculum focuses on children up to the ages of sixteen. The Welsh Government (2019) states that this change allows for broadening learning. They follow on from this by explaining that schools and settings will be supported in providing a more flexible approach. This new change will also enable practitioners and educational leaders to be innovative and creative. This new curriculum strives to set out the aspirations of children and young people, as well as enabling them to become successful learners who play an active part in the community. They have planned to achieve this through the new curriculum having four main purposes which are at the centre of the curriculum.  These purposes are: creating capable, ready to learn learners, creative contributors that are ready and able to play a full part in life, ethical and informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals that are ready to become valued members of society. Welsh Government (2019) state that this curriculum is designed to help all learners realise these four purposes and they express that these purposes should not be headlines but rather underpin all teaching and learning in Wales. 
This new curriculum differs from the Foundation Phase in a considerable amount of ways. One example of this is that the Foundation Phase is a more structured framework, and it should be delivered in the same way throughout every setting. However, this new curriculum appreciates that every setting is different and every child within the setting is different. This new curriculum enables each setting to design their own curriculum within the national approach and therefore are able to cater the curriculum to each individual child and their needs. Another area that this framework differs from the Foundation Phase, is the areas of learning. Unlike the Foundation Phase the new curriculum will have six areas of learning compared to the seven that are currently in practice. These six areas are far broader then the initial seven and provide practitioners the opportunity to be creative and imaginative when covering these areas. Welsh Government (2020), explains the reasoning behind the new curriculum through expressing “It is not simply what we teach, but how we teach and crucially, why we teach it”. One of the main alterations is how the children’s progression is assessed. The Foundation Phase takes a very structured form, that is based on the age group of the child and not of their developmental stage. The framework consists of the expectations placed upon the child and how they are compare to their peers of the same age. However, the new curricula meets the child where they are at. Instead of being compared to their peers the children will now have the opportunity to learn at their own pace.
















Part 2- Critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models with play- based curricula. 

There are many types of assessments. Some of these include diagnostic, formative and summative assessment, amongst many others. These assessments help practitioners to understand the progress of the children in a variety of ways, which enables them to alter their teaching methods and strategies accordingly (Kampen, 2020). Kampen (2020) follows on from this by stating that assessments have three purposes, “Assessment of learning, Assessment for learning and Assessment as learning”.

Assessment of learning are usually grade based. It is this type of assessment that includes standardized testing and exams. These methods are used to communicate student achievement to practitioners, parents, the school level administrators and the children themselves. Assessment for learning provides practitioners with a clear understanding of how much the children are not only learning but the level of their understanding. It is through this that practitioners can reflect on their practice at that moment, which as a result, allows them to adjust their plans and strategies as they are delivering their lessons. Both of these purposes are separate from the child. Neither of these focus on the individuality of the child themselves. However, assessment as learning provides the children to play an active part in their learning. It teaches them to become critical thinkers, encourages problem solving and encourages them to set themselves goals and measure their own progress Sargent, (2013) agrees with this as they state that children will be more successful if they are able to take responsibility for their own learning. This type of assessment supports the Foundation Phase (2015) and the New Curriculum (2020). Both of these were built on the belief and understanding of the unique child and the importance of the child having a voice and being heard.

There are many methods of undertaking assessments, some of these include: observations, questionnaires, tick boxes and written assessment amongst other things. Assessments are important as they inform practitioners and members of staff of the progress of the children in their care. They also highlight any areas that the children may be struggling in, thus enabling practitioners to provide any additional support that is required. Through carrying out assessments, it enables practitioners to identify if any child is having difficulties. With these assessments it gives practitioners the opportunity to deliver early intervention and provide the child with the additional support that they require. 


The Foundation Phase (2015) relies on observation and assessments being undertaken. It also assesses children in comparison with their peers and what is expected of them in contrast to their age and stage of development and learning. It is laid out into different year groups and what each group should be able to achieve. Although this is the case,  the Foundation Phase (2015) acknowledges that all children are different and unique. The framework states that all children acquire and develop skills at different rates. It follows on by exclaiming that children should be allowed to develop at their own unique pace and that their work should be “respected, valued and encouraged for its originality and honesty”. 

The New Curriculum will replace the Foundation Phase in September 2021. It  embraces the positive elements of the Foundation Phase but addresses the areas that are not working effectively. However, due to the nature of this framework, it is not possible for the New curriculum to only change certain aspects. This framework approaches the children’s learning, progression and development with an alternative perspective. It is because of this that every aspect needs to change, not just the weaker areas. Despite this the New curriculum incorporates the positive elements into the new framework and changes the elements that are ineffective.

The New Curriculum also relies on assessments. However, the children’s progress is assessed in a different way to the Foundation Phase. This new curriculum involves the use of progression steps. These steps are not as structured and provide the children with the opportunity to progress at their own pace. Unlike the Foundation Phase, the new framework moves away from the more traditional idea of children being assessed through their age and stage of development and embraces the new idea of a “journey through the continuum of learning” (Welsh Government, 2020). This new method of progression celebrates the individuality of the children and gives them the freedom to meet their targets and milestones in their own time. It means that for children that are thriving, they are not being disadvantaged due to more support being given to their peers that may be struggling. It also means that children who are struggling will receive the support that they require and are allowed the time to fully understand what they are being taught without being rushed. 

Although assessments are important for practitioners to identify the children’s progression level, there are many questions that need to be asked relating to these assessments. Some examples of these are: Are there too many assessments? How do these assessments affect the children? And Is there a more effective method to gathering this information?

 It is important for this information to be gathered, but currently children are assessed continuously. It is well known by early years practitioners that children learn through play. This play is either adult initiated or child initiated. It is essential that there is a balance between these two types of play. Adult led activities teach the children what they are expected to know, what the Welsh Government believe to be important for their holistic learning and wellbeing. It is with these activities that practitioners can control not only what the children are learning but also how the children are learning it. However, child led activities enable children to put what they have learnt into practice, to build on their previous knowledge and to develop it further.  It is with these activities that children are given the freedom to explore the world around them and in turn learn new skills. Children have a unique outlook and prospective on the world and it is because of this that the children can learn in a way that could not be taught by an adult. Rymanowicz, (2016) discuss the importance of this as they state that it is a key life skill to be able to take prospective and understand and respect someone else’s point of view. Children often get observed during this play, but it could be argued that children have the right to play without feeling like they are being observed or judged. Children will play and behave differently if they know an adult is present and will listen to what they say or suggest, because they want to please them even if it interrupts or changes their play.

Assessment are not only necessary for practitioners. Cowen (2005) describes assessments as  “the engine which drives student learning”. Although it also provides accountability. Through assessments and inspections, practitioners and members of staff’s practice is evaluated by outside agencies. Schools are inspected by an organisation called Estyn. It is their responsibility to attend settings to assess them and provide feedback to highlight the settings strengths but also raise concerns regarding the areas that they feel are inadequate.  Estyn, (2020) states that it is their mission to “support education and training providers to develop a self-improving and learning culture through our advice, inspection and capacity building. Although, the New Curriculum will provide each setting with the opportunity of designing their own framework. This is highly beneficial as every setting  and every child is different and unique. As a result of this, the framework can now be catered to every individual child and their needs. However, with this in mind, it could be considered that it is going to cause confusion and inconsistencies regarding their report and evaluation with each setting delivering their own frameworks.

Adults play a major role in the development and learning of the children. It is their responsibility to plan and deliver lessons that meet the children’s holistic needs. It is also their responsibility to assess the children and their progression and plan these lessons accordingly. 

In countries across the world, observations and assessments are undertaken in a different way. In some countries assessments are carried out through the use of learning stories. These stories involve the children. It requires the children to discuss what they are doing and enables them to be proud of their achievements. It also incorporates their families and gets everyone involved. In the United Kingdom assessments and observations  are taken by the practitioners’ perspectives, but with these learning stories, it not only encompasses the practitioners but the children, the children’s family and their future learning. These learning stories involve not only a story of what the child is achieving but also photographic evidence for the families to experience and be able to keep as the child grows up and develops. Nixon, (2017) describes learning stories as the child always being the hero. But follows this by explaining that instead of a battle in an enchanted forest, a learning story takes place in reality. Stating that through the use of pictures and images, it tells the tale of a child’s personal growth and development. These learning stories are told using the 
method of storytelling. This method allows the practitioner to move away from the more traditional checklist and capture  the children’s learning in an entertaining and compelling way for the parents and their families (Nixon, 2017).

As effective and inclusive as these learning stories are, they may not be possible in the United Kingdom. In Great Britain, classroom sizes are often too large with insufficient members of staff available. In this kind of environment, these learning stories may be unachievable due to practitioners having too many children and not enough time to spend creating these stories for every child.  



































Part 3: Write a blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play- based curriculum/ changes.

The new curriculum is due to be launched in schools and settings in September 2021. However, the question that needs to be asked is:

Can the new curriculum be judged fairly after battling the residing implication of Covid-19?

Due to Covid-19, schools and settings all over the United Kingdom have been closed and forced families into the situation of home-schooling. However, this may not be as simple as it first appears. For many children, their families will have been put into the situation of working from home. At first glance this might be seen as a positive thing. The children will get to spend more time with their parents, strengthening their attachments and receiving extra support with their schoolwork and their overall wellbeing, however, this may not be the case. For many families, parents working from home involves their parents becoming less available to support the children’s learning as they are required to complete the work they are expected to produce and may not have the time to support their child’s schoolwork. Although, for some children, their parents/carers may not work. This may be a positive thing, with the parents/ carers being available to assist their child in any way that they require. However, this becomes more complicated when siblings are brought into the equations who also require this support. 

Another area that needs to be considered, is the children’s access to resources. In order for online teaching to be made possible, every child not only needs to have an appropriate device but a reliable internet connection that enables them to connect and engage with their online classes. For families that are financially struggling, these requirements may be unachievable. This in turn causing the children to be disadvantaged and enabling gaps in their education to form. It may also be the case that a family needs to share a device. This will become challenging if there are multiple children needing to attend online lessons and parents at home also needing the device in order to work. Wakefield, (2020) states that up to 40% families do not have access to a laptop or the internet. They highlight this further through exclaiming that between 1.1 million and 1.8 million children in the United Kingdom do not have access to a laptop, tablet or computer at home due.

It is because of this variation of opportunities and support in the children’s home, that the children will all have progressed at different rates. When children return to school, some children will have thrived in their home learning and be much further ahead in their education. Although, this will not be the case for all children. Some children will return to school with severe gaps in the knowledge and education due to their situation at home. With every child beginning the new academic year at different levels of progression, it could be argued that it is foolish and unfair to launch a new curriculum that practitioners and settings are unfamiliar with, with children who have become disadvantaged in their education due to Covid-19 and that are trying to progress in their learning, along-side catching up with what they have missed. With this in mind, it could be disputed that the new curriculum will not receive a fair judgement or evaluation due to the circumstances around it’s launch. 

Although the children’s affected education is an important factor, the children’s mental health and wellbeing also needs to be taken into consideration. For the children that are the ‘guinea pigs’ of the new curriculum, the question needs to be asked as to whether being the ‘guinea pigs’ will cause more stress and anxiety to the children in addition to what they are already feeling, due to the pressure and strain of an unfamiliar system. Mental Health Foundation, (2021), state that emerging evidence from Covid- 19 suggests that children’s mental health and wellbeing have been affected due to the pandemic. They highlight the children’s feelings of worry and concern around their education and the loss of peer group support and loneliness. These implications also affect the members of staff and the practitioners in the setting. Due to these unprecedented times, practitioners plans, and preparations keep needing to change, and this is the situation with a framework that they are familiar with. For a curriculum that is new and unfamiliar, this may become more of a challenge, especially with Covid-19 guidelines needing to be adhered to and incorporated into daily practice. 
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The new curriculum is a play based framework and progression will be signalled through ‘progression steps’. An example of the new progression steps is shown here.
These new steps move away from the more traditional idea of children being assessed through their age and stage of development and embrace the new idea of a “journey through the continuum of learning” (Welsh Government, 2020).(Ysgol Owen Jones, No date).


This new system allows children to learn at their own pace. Welsh Government, (2020) states that while the learning continuum is identical for each learner, the pace of progression will differ for each individual. They go on to explain that due to this difference, the progression steps only broadly relate to the children’s ages. These steps will use reference points to identify the rate of progression of each child. This enabling practitioners and members of staff to identify any areas that the child are thriving in and any areas that they require further support. Due to this curriculum being more tailored to each individual child, it could be disputed that now is the ideal time for this framework to be launched. All children will be at different levels of progression, following their extended absence from the school setting.
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