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Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research, evidence and report
This essay is going to discuss many points about the Foundation Phase Framework for Wales and the recent Curriculum for Wales. It is going to talk about how recommendations for improvement have been brough forward and implemented into making a new curriculum. The essay will then go on to talk about the importance of unique children and children being treated as individuals within their educational setting, moving on the essay will then talk about how assessment methods could be improved within early years to promote a more individual child profile. Lastly, the essay will finish by talking about the importance of outdoor learning and he impact it has on children’s learning and development as well as looking at theorist that support outdoor learning and embrace the benefits that come along with it. 
According to (Wainwright, 2021) In Wales there is a holistic play-based learning continuum for children which are aged three to seven called the Foundation Phase. There are many international approaches that have influenced the development of the Foundation Phase including best practice from Regio Emilia, Forest Schools and High Scope. The foundation phase focuses on the well-being of children and helps promote first hand experience activities for children. As well as, ensuring practitioners have good use of both indoor and outdoor environments ensuring children are learning in a fun, safe, stimulating environment that helps promote independence and encouraging discovery.  
(Wainwright, 2021) Talks about The Foundation Phase having a play-based approach is important as whether a child perceives an activity as a task or play can be very influential on how they engage and the amount of motivation they may have. Children can often make judgements based on emotional or environmental cues therefore when teachers and practitioners are planning tasks and learning activities for children, they should have a good knowledge and understanding of these cues to ensure children stay motivated and engaged in the task as they see the activities in a playful nature. Some approaches that children associate with play include physical, outdoors and involving choice using these factors teachers can develop a playful pedagogy resulting in deeper learning for children and higher levels of engagement.
(Smedley, et al. 2020) When looking at play-based approaches and working with children it relates well to Froebel’s theories and how he has emphasised that children’s well-being, learning and development are often best done when children are being taught through play, or child-initiated or child-directed approaches. Froebel often talks about how children’s learning should be seen through a holistic approach and understanding by adults, he also talks about the importance of children being respected and understood as unique individuals. 
Whilst looking at the independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales (Welsh Government, 2014) it is clear that there has been a lack of understanding regarding practitioners implementing the foundation phase. Practitioners have not received a clear or set view on how it should be implemented within their settings. The lack of understanding of how to implement the Foundation Phase properly has led to practitioners falling back to their own preferred methods of teaching or guiding themselves. With this problem in place many practitioners have not got the theoretical knowledge and research to help underpin the principles that are in place for the Foundation Phase. With many misconceptions practitioners struggle to appreciate how children learn as well as the importance of play based learning or experiential learning. 
Whilst looking at this (Howard, 2010) expresses the importance of practitioners having a positive attitude as well as good understanding of their role within play and how to implement it within their settings. This can limit practitioners going back to a structured activity approach to keep down parental and academic achievement pressure as they can find it an easier technique for observing and assessing children. 
Looking at the Curriculum for Wales, (Welsh Government, 2021) the Welsh Government have made an implementation plan for practitioners to put the new curriculum into practice. This is a recommendation that has been taken forward from the reviews to help practitioners going forward this includes setting out a common, strategic vision for the curriculum and setting out a guiding framework which will allow parts of the education system move towards the same goals but in their own unique way. The implementation plan also clarifies the roles and responsibilities for practitioners and partners when supporting schools and settings. Lastly, looking at the challenges that are facing the education system in Wales and understanding how they are going to be addressed whilst looking at co-construction and collaboration with partners and practitioners.
(Donaldson, 2015) When planning a new curriculum, in 2014 the Welsh Government asked Professor Graham Donaldson to review the current curriculum and assessments for children in Wales. This was to help children and young people in Wales get the best possible education and to help make this possible Donaldson made some recommendations for the Welsh Government to help move forward and make improvements. For example, Donaldson decided that the curriculum should have four purposes to help guide futures generations and help guide future decisions, educational priorities and underpin all teaching and learning in Wales for practitioners. 
(Dauncey, 2015) Suggests that a strong message from Professor Donaldson is that there should be a straightforward and enduring statement to ensure everyone knows and understands the clear and agreed purposes. (Welsh Government, 2021) Looking at the Curriculum for Wales it is clear that Professor Donaldson’s recommendation regarding the four purposes has been put into practice. It is clear that the four purposes are a clear and shared vision for all children and young people and fulfilling these standards high expectations will be set allowing the promotion of individual and national well-being. The four purposes allows practitioners and schools to draw on guidance and resources to understand what specific experiences, knowledge and skills will help support young people and children. 
After looking at the downfalls of the previous curriculum it is reassuring and beneficial that recommendations have been taken on board. A further benefit of the new curriculum is that there has been a large input, responses and feedback from a variation of people that are interested in the new curriculum and how it is going to be used and implemented for example, whilst looking at      (Wavehill: Social and economic research, 2019) you can see responses came from stakeholders with an interest in education such as educational practitioners, parents, school leaders, groups of special interest and sector organisations from the public. The Welsh Government also received 1,680 contributions via email. Another important factor is that children and young people were also able to contribute allowing them to have a say in the new curriculum and feel respected, this allowed them to get their opinions across and explain how they would like to be involved in shaping a new curriculum for their school to allow their voices to be heard as they would be the ones at most effect. 
Section 2
When working with children and young people it is extremely important to ensure practitioners see children as unique and individual to ensure they get the specific care and support desired. According to (Department of Education, 2021) ‘Every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured’. With the correct support a child can have all of those features ensuring they are never left behind or group into categories that may not suit their academic needs. 
(Davies and Hamilton, 2018) When looking into the Foundation Phase it discusses that children need and develop skills at different rates to others therefore, they need to be allowed to develop in their own unique and individual pace. When children are learning new skills they should be given individual opportunities to put these skills to practice and develop them stronger this allows them to reflect and evaluate how they are within that specific area and what they can do to improve. Furthermore, any work or change in development should be understood, valued and appreciated individually whilst being admired for its originality and honesty. 
It is beneficial that the recent curriculum that is being put in place is following the same approach over how important it is for a child to be seen and treated as an individual/unique child. When looking at the Curriculum for Wales it talks about how the new framework for learning in Wales gives schools an opportunity to design and adapt their own curriculum to make give an even greater sense of uniqueness to benefit the needs of each child. Furthermore, the recent curriculum talks about how every school is different and within it there are many unique children with their own individual needs and aspirations, so going forward no two schools will have the same curriculum in place. 
(Early Years Matters, 2023) Allowing a child to feel free within themselves and be unique is very important and helps practitioners with effective practice. Allowing children to be unique also helps them become resilient, confident, capable and self-assured. To ensure a child is treated as unique practitioner’s should observe and understand every child’s development and learning whilst assessing progress to be able to plan for their next steps whilst identifying need for any additional support. By doing this practitioner’s allow children and young people to develop their own sense of identity and culture and they are valuing and respecting all children and families equally. 
(The Early Years Foundation Stage, No date) There are other curriculum’s around the world that support the concept of a unique child and understand the importance an example being the Early Years Foundation Stage where one of their four theme’s is ‘Every child is a unique child who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured’. Another curriculum that also agrees with the importance of a unique child is Te Whariki, this is a curriculum from New Zealand and it is a bi-cultural Curriculum which supports learning and teaching to be individualised for children. A quote from the curriculum states that ‘children are competent and confidence learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society’. 
When looking at how practitioners have previously assessed children it is good to look at the Foundation Phase Framework to see how it has worked well for practitioners as it has previously shown where children’s development should be at be each year group they are in. The Foundation Phase is easy to read and understand as it has strands and elements to help break down where children should be at within each subject or criteria. 
Another way that children often get assessed is through observations, practitioners often step back and watch how children act and behave to get a understanding of their development. Another way that practitioners can observe a child is to set a task or activity for them to do and then stand back and watch how they deal with that situation. Practitioners often step back and do not make themselves known when they are observing children so they can see how a child works within a natural environment rather than knowing they are being watched or feeling under pressure.
There can often be some barriers to using observations to assess children, the first barrier being getting permission. It is important to get permission from parents and guardians when observing children as well as making sure the child feels comfortable when you are observing them. You need to look out for signs that show the child is relaxed throughout the activities rather than not participating well or wanting to leave the activity. When observing children, it is a good first step know where a child is at before giving them challenges or activities. Looking back on previous observations will help that. Lastly, when observing children you need to take time and make sure you are picking up all details and signs that children are displaying to get the best results from the observations. 
However, looking at the new Curriculum for Wales it is clear that they have changed the lay out, rather than showing where children should be at by the time they hit a certain age group there are progression steps that have no time limit this is known as supporting learner progression. This allows practitioners to support each individual at their own pace, allowing them to be challenged and assessed accordingly. This shows that children are assessed for three reasons such as supporting individual learners on a day-to-day basis as well as identify, capture and reflect on progression over time by each individual learner. Lastly, this then allows you to reflect on group progress to enable you to reflect on leaner progress over time. 
The new curriculum is going to benefit children and young people going forward as having a continuum that goes from age three to sixteen without phase/stage assessments will allow a smoother learning journey for children allowing each child to develop and be assessed along the continuum at their own appropriate pace, ensuring they are supported and challenged to reach their potential at their own individual pace. 
(Welsh Government, 2022) Within the Curriculum for Wales continuous progress will be expected from learners, with the help of practitioners to understand the progress of each individual allowing them to tailer ongoing support to help learners progress effectively. Lastly, this approach is going to help children going through transition processes as the valuable information will be passed on about each individual and where they are at within each learning area. 
When looking at different ways of assessment, an effective approach for practitioners to use is learning stories, according to (Twinkl, No date) Learning stories are a story told by a practitioner about a child. They originally come from the New Zealand curriculum and have recently been introduced in the UK. Throughout the story it explains everything a practitioner sees a child do, what they hear from the child and what the child knows as well as having added perspective of the practitioner. By doing this they can add in what they interpret from the child’s behaviour and help the practitioner get a sense of how the child is processing information. 
Learning stories are very helpful to a practitioner as they allow the practitioner time to focus on one child within a busy classroom and they help writing out incidents and thoughts as it gives the practitioner time to consider why the child has behaved/reacted in a certain way as they would have the leadup to a situation already down therefore, going a practitioner time to describe their thoughts to others. When working with parents learning stories are very helpful as even though they may not always be specific to the curriculum, they give an idea of how their child is progressing which is something parents are often eager to hear. Letting a parent know how a child has reached a certain achievement will give them insight on how to use those methods at home to make greater achievements.
(Sands and McChesney, 2022) Learning stories are very beneficial for children’s learning and development and help practitioners massively when assessing children however there are some barriers to them being put into place within education for example, the can often be quite time consuming. If you are a teacher with 30 students in your class writing an individual story for each child can take up a lot of time a you still have marking and other projects to assess. When looking at barriers another that has been mentioned is how assessment’s done via learning stories leave no measurable results. That is not a large issue as rather than getting results on a table that compress all children together at a glance. You receive results that are personal to each child and shows their understanding, learning and how and when they have achieved previous goals. 
(Unicef, No date) Article 29 of the United Nations Conventions on the rights of the child is goals of education and it states that ‘Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full. It must encourage the child’s respect for human rights, as well as respect for their parents, their own and other cultures, and the environment’. In order for a child to fulfil their time in education and get the most out of their education they need to be respected and treated as an individual, unique child. This includes giving them the same opportunities in life and being valued for their contributions and thoughts. 
Section 3
(Welsh Assembly Government, 2021) Outdoor learning is very important when looking at children’s health, learning and development, whilst being supported by the Foundation Phase for Wales and many other curriculum’s around the world. It is a brilliant way for children to enjoy experiential learning as it offers unique techniques to develop creativity, move around, take controlled risks and make as much noise as they want. The outdoors also good for enhances all types of development such as social, creative, cultural and personal.
Outdoor learning has been promoted by many scholars over centuries due to its benefits of children experiencing the natural learning environment and some argue that it has such a significant impact on children’s learning and development that indoor learning alone is not sufficient to fully educate children and young people. Alongside this outdoor learning also has a high potential to help promote children’s physical, cognitive development, socio-cultural identity, levels of concentration, motivation to learn as well as children being more likely to have some interaction and engage within shared thinking and questioning. 
When looking at (Jose et al, 2018) it explains there is a significant importance to outdoor play and field trips for children and young people as they provide so much opportunity to learn and explore the local environment. There are also theorists that support the importance of outdoor learning such as Friedrich Froebel, his theory focuses on how outdoor play is important to education. He explains that children should have an outdoor environment where they can play and develop different skills. An example, of ways to develop skills for children is to segregate a section of the outdoor area to teach children who to plant, grow and look after plants. 
Froebel’s outdoor theory has also shown that children are intrigued by the outdoors, curious and act therefore they will thrive in an engaging and stimulating environment such as the outdoors. Lastly, his theory talks about how children playing in the outdoors helps children learn about their five senses as they experience new colours, smells, shapes, substances and energies. (Twinkl, No date)
When thinking about Froebel’s work it is important to look at a theorist Margaret McMillian as her theory was drawn from Froebel’s. her theory once again spoke about the importance of outdoor learning and how children need the space outside to benefit their development as well as enough time spent outside to make an impact. When drawing on the theory it is interesting to look at how a big focus is ‘on health and on children being able to express themselves so they could take their own place within society’. (Pound, 2006) 
(Coates and Pimlott‐Wilson, 2019) Practitioners throughout the UK are encouraged to have outdoor learning for children as seen previously it makes a large impact on their development. A further way to implement outdoor learning for children is with Forest Schools which is a different approach to learning as it can be seen as informal or an alternative way to learning but it links well with current curricula which creates opportunities for children to do lots of learning outside the classroom environment. Forest schools focus on children learning and developing in a natural environment with play-focused learning activities these can often include building dens for animals, making pictures and crafts with natural resources or learning outdoor survival skills such as building a fire. Forest schools aims to develop children’s problem-solving skills, co-operation abilities as well as their confidence, self-motivation and their self-esteem. 
Outdoor learning is a vital part of curricula within schools and looking at the Foundation Phase Framework there has been an effort to implement outdoor learning within each area of learning including, mathematical development and creative development. This shows that outdoor learning can be implemented in many ways if you have the skills, planning and ideas to make those lessons possible. 
Play-based learning provides opportunities for children to engage actively with others around them whilst using their imagination. Outdoor and play-based learning helps children explore the world around them while learning various skills that supports their social, physical and cognitive development whilst having fun. (Little Paws classroom, No date)
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