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Early Years Curricula

Section one

Curriculum reform is a necessary measure to ensure children’s education is responding to a fast changing world. Although initiating change can be difficult which has been labelled “the implementation gap” according to Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OCED) (2020). Donaldson’s (2015) report initiated the need for a new curriculum, as the Foundation Phase for Wales had practical and fundamental issues. The report also included the children’s performance results obtained from Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). Despite the attempt to reform the Foundation Phase, learners’ performance and national qualifications found in the Estyn reports highlighted the levels of achievements were lower than expected, and new changes needed to be implemented (Donaldson, 2015). This section of the paper will analyse and discuss the need for Wales’s curriculum reform and proposed implementations, whilst identifying barriers and challenges and the importance of professional learning in the process of the curriculum renewal. 
WISERD (2015) states the evaluation report on the Foundation Phase, suggests children’s overall educational and wellbeing has improved, which may lead to greater success and a better future for the learners and Wales. However, the Welsh Government should continue to enhance and develop the curriculum following the recommendations (WISERD, 2015). However, Siraj and Kingston (2014) implemented for the changes to be effective in Wales there will need to be a fundamental change in culture across all non-maintained and maintained settings, and the impact of the changes will not be apparent until several years. Similarly, the OECD (no date) states changing one element may only work if other elements are changed to support the whole approach.
Therefore, due to the recommendations in the final reports, the new Curriculum for Wales have been reformed by practitioners and educational experts from around the world to develop a stronger curriculum to aid successful learners (Welsh Government, 2021). 
Similarly, WISERD (2015) states a new pedagogical approach, which includes constructive theories would benefit the new curriculum for Wales. Mourshed et al (2010) suggests improving the learners experiences can improve performances regardless of current ability, where they live, culture or income. 
Donaldson (2015) reported although Wales have drawn on international evidence to promote improvement and useful insights for the new curricula, to be successful the curriculum needs to be authentic and therefore include values and Welsh culture. The new curriculum should be made in Wales and developed to support Wales (Donaldson, 2015). Knight and Crick (2021) state the country has a rich and distinct history, which is embedded in the new curriculum. Wales has retained a cultural identity, and the Welsh language is still present today with 29.1% of the population able to speak the official language (Knight and Crick, 2021). Welsh Government (2022a) has launch ‘Cymraeg 2050’ strategy action plan to achieve a million Welsh speakers by the year 2050.  Siraj and Kingston (2014) also noted looking at early childhood education and systems beyond Wales could be beneficial. Therefore, throughout the new curriculum, it is clear other countries influenced the cross-curricula framework, which is mandatory for learners to have the opportunity to develop across subjects and inter linking skills to ensure progression (Donaldson, 2015).
 Although the Welsh language was a part of the Foundation Phase curriculum, which aimed to develop and promote in all settings, (Welsh Government, 2008) issues stating the need for clear guidance and a deeper involvement including teachers advocating the Welsh language consistently, according to WISERD (2015).  
Another recommendation in the final report suggested embedding the use of Welsh across all areas of learning, instead of having a short time allocated in the timetable, which will have a low impact and effect on how much Welsh the children are learning. Using the Welsh language in all areas, will help to boost the children’s vocabulary, fluency and also how to read and write in Welsh (WISERD, 2015). The new framework has been developed by practitioners and stakeholders to ensure learners gain a deeper understanding of their national language (Education Wales, 2022). Resources and guidance have been shared to support schools to help with the consistency in teaching Welsh to ensure all children have the same learning experience, although Education Wales (2022) states stimulating conversations and prompt changes in delivering the Welsh language will make the biggest different for the learners. 
Similarly, to Donaldson (2015), Mourshed et al (2010) also addressed when changing the curriculum there is no evidence showing one approach will suit all. As stated by Wales Measure (2011) the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is enshrined in Welsh law to ensure children are supported to reach their full potential. 
According to Education Wales (2019) the fundamental difference between the old and new curriculum for Wales is the four purposes, which are at the heart of the new curricula to ensure all children have the same support and consistency to have successful futures. 
Furthermore, the UNCRC can be found summarised under seven key headings in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015), whereas in the new Curriculum for Wales are directly linked to the six areas of learning and embedded in the four purposes (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024).
The Welsh Government (2023a) state improving education is a national mission and believes it is crucial on how practitioners teach and the reason they are teaching it, which links to Hopkins (2013) reflection to enhance the quality of teaching instead of focusing on structural changes. 
Siraj and Kingston (2014) recommended in The Foundation Phase final report for Wales, it is important practitioners and experts understand how young children learn and develop, and have a deep knowledge on play based pedagogy. The Foundation Phase required practitioners to be able to support children’s learning through play-based and child-led activities, which highlighted many practitioners struggled to identify the differences in the terminology, according to Waters (2016). 
Wood (2004) compares international play-based approaches and states learning through play is directed through responsive relationships and linked to activities which are framed to support learning. Wood (2004) suggested practitioners in Wales need to adopt a pedagogy, which understands the child based on sociocultural theorists. However, Fleer and Robbins (2004) cited in Waters (2016) states when new pedagogies were applied to the Foundation Phase as an alternative way of learning, there was a lack of unity and clarity which resulted in schools and practices not being consistent and unsure on how to deliver. 

The need to support professional’s learning development is vital according to WISERD (2014) who continuously recommended enhanced training and guidance needs to actioned. Numerous recommendations regarding practitioners needing to improve their understanding on how to use pedagogies and approaches, which shows how important the role of the adult is to a child’s learning journey (WISERD, 2014). 
However, school funding has decreased since the recommendations and the Welsh Government are analysing how much funding is needed for schools on a basic measure, according to the Welsh Government (2019). With limited funding it questions how can professional practitioners, teachers and support staff improve their skills, knowledge and learning environments as recommended by WISERD (2015) and Siraj and Kingston (2015) who also states funding should continue to be provided. Since the review in regards to less funding being available, the latest announcement for the draft budget, suggests the government will provide an additional £28 million to support education in aid to improve and strengthen standards in schools (Welsh Government, 2022b). 
The Foundation Phase required practitioners to be able to support children’s learning through play-based and child-led activities, which highlighted many practitioners struggled to identify the differences in the terminology, according to Waters (2016), which supports Fleer (2004) evaluation regarding practitioners struggling to adhere to the new pedagogies. 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory stresses social interaction supports an individual’s cognitive abilities, and in order to thrive and progress children should interact with a more knowledgeable individual (Smolucha and Smolucha (2020). Nilsson and Ferholt (2014) also states Vygotsky’s theory suggests social interactions with other individuals can play a significant role to a child’s cognitive development. Comparably, Piaget’s theory of cognitive development suggest children are fuelled and move through four stages of learning independently, and implies young children are driven by being curious about the world around them and learn by exploring, according to Hanfstingl, Benke and Zhang (2019). Whereas, Bronfenbrenner ecological theory emphasises the importance of the environment and factors in the relationship the child has with individuals and places the child in the centre and the factors that may have the most influence of the child’s development surrounds the child in the microsystem layer (Godwin and O’Neal, 2015). The micro system layer includes immediate relationships such as parents, friends and the child’s school, and Godwin and O’Neal (2015) indicate parents’ involvement with their child’s school life can have a positive effect and encourage children to value education. Comparably, recommendations included in the final report stated more attention is needed to work with parents and families, and encourage involvement, and offer more support on how to help their child progress (WISERD, 2015). Also similar to Bronfenbrenner’s theory, Siraj (2014) implied settings need to be aware of the effects and importance of the child’s home learning environment, both positive and negative impacts. 
Play Wales (2021) stated although Bronfenbrenner recognised the importance of play, many external factors can have an effect on opportunities to play, which are influenced by their environment. For example, children not being provided with rich opportunities or not encouraged to play. In spite of Bronfenbrenner’s theory being popular in children’s development, Play Wales (2021) critically states the theory only demonstrates what influences the children with no explanation to how.
Theories have influenced the new Curriculum for Wales alongside international curriculars, which highlights the importance of understanding children’s development and the need for strong, knowledgeable and enabling practitioners (Welsh Government 2023). 
Section two
The UNCRC has transformed how children are seen and treated by ensuring they have rights so every child is recognised, respected and protected as a unique and valuable individual (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2023). UNICEF (2019) article 28 and 29 ensures each child has the right to a free education, and the education setting must aim to develop the child’s personality, skills and abilities to help them thrive. Article 29 points out the goal is to encourage children to respect human rights, cultures and the environment. In this section of the paper will discuss where Wales are in the international ranking, evaluate methods of assessment, whilst examining if the methods used supports a unique child.
According to the Department for Education (2023) the early years foundation stage seeks to provide equality of opportunity ensuring every child is included and should be supported in making good progress in their individual learning and development. Included in the four principles, it states every child is unique and therefore will learn and develop at different rates (Department of Education, 2023). The foundation phase (Welsh government, 2015) has similar views to the above principle, and adds to support a child’s learning journey practitioners or teachers should encourage, respect and value a child’s own individual work for its uniqueness. With the flexibility to design a bespoke curriculum to meet each child’s needs, every school should have different aspirations, goals and varied curriculums (Welsh Government, 2022b). It is important to recognise young children are vulnerable, and the role of the adult includes protecting their health and well-being, therefore all children should be included and valued (Early years matter, 2023).
Recognising every child is unique is the key for success and message embedded in many curriculums, including the new curriculum for Wales and New Zealand’s curriculum, Te Whariki. Harvey (2023) states New Zealand’s education system is internationally known and admired due to its child centred approach, which provides equal opportunities and experiences for all learners. Therefore, children receive quality education resulting to the country having one of the highest levels of achievement and successful curriculum, which is focused on the needs of the children (Harvey, 2023). Education Review Office (2016) also indicates prioritising the children’s learning and establishing their interests and use the information gained as a platform to help design their curriculum and ensure the curriculum is being responsive to each child.  The international curriculums such as Te Whariki have helped shape the new curriculum for Wales, and put the child at the centre of their own learning journey (Huw Lewis, WG 2015).
Alsubaie (2015) indicates settings are increasingly welcoming children with different cultural backgrounds and without the support and knowledge the children could face issues adjusting to a new cultural environment, along with low academic achievements. However, Mahali and Sevigny (2021) believes a high number of teachers have limited cross-cultural awareness and therefore lack confidence to create diversity and an inclusive learning environment. Learning approaches need to be modified and diversified to include each child’s culture to help with barriers and help form a relationship between the child and teacher (Alsubaie, 2015). Which can be linked back to Bronfenbrenner’s eco system theory, stating children need relationships to aid further development (Godwin and O’Neal, 2015). In addition, other children in the class will be encouraged to respect, apply or practice the new cultures, which should help the child to feel valued and a sense of belonging (Alsubaie, 2015). Moreover, this can be linked to Wales’s four purposes which aims to support its learners to become ethical and informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2021). 
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) assesses children who are in secondary schools’ knowledge, skills such as mathematics, science and reading from around the world and charts performance across different education systems (Welsh Government, 2023b). Although changes have been made to the Welsh curriculum in the hope to create successful futures for the children in Wales, the results on the latest PISA have all declined significantly since 2018. BBC (2023) reported Wales still has the lowest scores across the four nations with England scoring top for the United Kingdom, and stated Andreas Schleicher head of PISA implied Wales need to look at what to do differently. Although the Welsh Government (2023b) highlighted ratings may have been impacted by COVID-19, as many schools were unable to take part in the study due to staffing illness and other issues caused by the pandemic. 
The OECD (2020) did state if the reform is not clear on what kind of support is needed or there are conflicting opinions and views on the new curriculum frameworks, it could hinder the change, which may be the reason Wales had a large drop from the previous years scores. Although Siraj and Kingston (2014) did state it may take several years to see an improvement.
Every academic related pedagogy or framework aims to teach children new skills, and educate to further their development, and as part of the process the children will be assessed to demonstrate growth (Parekh, 2013). Observing and assessing children is an important component to showcase good practice in early years, and helps understand and plan activities to further support the children’s learning and development (Worcestershire Government, no date). 
The foundation phase assessment framework focused on age related assessment which stated what the child should be doing at a specific point and using a best fit concept (Education Wales, 2019).  Using age related expectations can be problematic, as children develop at different rates and will be marked as not meeting the criteria even though the they are still progressing but at a slower pace (Prospero Teaching, 2023). Another issue, in a classroom the learners ages can vary which means there could be a large development gap between each child, one child’s birthday maybe in October and another’s maybe be at the end of the academic year. Using an adaptive teaching method could provide a holistic view on how learners are progressing by using observations, talking to the children and using their work samples as a tool to assess whilst considering individual differences (Prospero Teaching, 2023). 
The foundation phase assessment framework focused on if they children could or could not achieve certain outcomes, instead of celebrating what they can actually do. Curriculum for Wales has reformed the way practitioners assess and how they look at assessing, by removing the key stages and focusing on progression overall and introduced ‘Progression Steps’ (Education Wales, 2019). The purpose of the progression steps provides a filter to focus on what is needed to support each child, and takes away the stigma about a child not reaching targets by a certain age because each child’s learning journey is different (Education Wales, 2019). Therefore, the new assessment approach, which is less descriptive and less specific allows practitioners to be creative and able to look at each child as unique and adapt their assessments. The information gathered from assessments should be used in future planning to highlight areas the child may need extra support or add challenges to ensure they reach their potential (Welsh Government, 2023c). 
According to the Welsh Government (2021b) understanding how children progress is key and is fundamental when designing the school’s curriculum, planning lessons, activities set out and assessments. The progression code includes five principles and embodies the four purposes; increase effectiveness to become independent and show a curious approach to learning, where the child is eager to engage and be involved in activities (Welsh Government, 2021c). Young learnings being deepening their knowledge by trial and error resulting to a more developed thought process, whilst trying to understand concepts and extend their learning. Holistic approaches should be used to help learners gain a deeper understanding of the world around them, and provide support in developing integral skills and (Welsh Government, 2021c). 
Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) or English Language Learner (ELL) need development tools and assessments, which accommodate multiple languages (Bornman et al, 2010). Translation may change the meaning or content of the word, which can have a negative effect on the child when answering questions or showing understanding of contexts. Therefore, assessments should be able to offer the same question in each language, which has the same interpretation to be considered fair (Bornman et al, 2010). In agreeance, Espinosa (2010) claims standardised tests are lower for ELL regardless of the child’s abilities, which can have a negative impact on measuring specific abilities. Parekh (2013) research suggests English Language Learners (ELL) are often perceived to perform at a lower level academically across all areas of learning, therefore not able to show their capabilities. 
Observing children allows practitioners to gain an in-depth analysis on what the children can do, and plays a fundamental role in supporting progression at a pace which is suitable and highlights areas that need extra supported or more challenges to ensure they reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2021). In addition, practitioners are able to examine a child’s emotional, social, cognitive and physical development across the five overarching principles of progression. Observing children in their own space can highlight how they prefer to learn, what areas spark their curiosity most, or activities which enhance motivation (Welsh Government, 2021). The observations can be used for assessments purposes, or to adapt the learning environment to ensure the setting is stimulating and suitable for the children’s learning and development needs. According to the Welsh Government (2021) assessments should not be a tick box or one-off tasks which is unnatural and used as an accountable measure, they need to be meaningful. 


Section 3
New Curriculum- Why are we still using base line assessments to assess young learners in Wales?
Education in Wales has been reformed by experts and professionals from all over the world, with the aim to introduce pedagogical approaches to support learning in realising the four purposes. The importance of a child’s well-being is embedded throughout the new curriculum, as well as their individual learning journey (Welsh Government, 2023). The ‘key stages’ have been replaced with ‘progression steps’ to move away from a tick box approach, according to the Welsh Government (2021). However, is the new approach to assessing young learners needed in early years, should practitioners be judging the skills of infants? This blog will look at reasons why base line assessments are inadequate, not necessary and actual go against what the message the new reformed curriculum purposes. The blog will also discuss why primarily using observation is key to document progression or identify if extra support is needed.
The information gained from the baseline assessments are potentially used for ranking children by their abilities, and the data collected is used to track the school’s improvement (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2017). It questions are the baseline even intended for the child’s learning journey or the system.
Reggio Emilia is one of the approaches which influenced the recent changes in the Welsh curriculum, and the core ideas believe young children can initiate their own learning, should be the focus when creating the curriculum and be given time to establish and express themselves (We are teachers, 2023). Reggio educators believe young children are driven by curiosity and imagination and it is the role of the teacher to know each child as an individual to ensure they are able to provide the support needed (Scotland Government, 2006). This approach has similarities to the new curriculum, yet practitioners are still required to use base line assessments at the beginning, middle and end of the school year. 
The information gained from the baseline assessments are potentially used for ranking children by their abilities, and the data collected is used to track the school’s improvement (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2017). It questions are the baseline even intended for the child’s learning journey or the system.
Learning through play is a key factor in a pedagogical approach which allows children to solve problems, experiment, discover whilst giving the young learners opportunity to develop key competencies (Ministry of Education, 2019). Play-based learning is the foundation of Te Whariki, the early childhood curriculum, where the teacher supports the children by providing an enabling environment, participate in meaningful learning conversations, discussions to stretch and extend the children’s learning. Providing young learners with play opportunities to demonstrate what they know in a natural environment. 

According to Welsh Government (2022c) assessments need to take place during their first six weeks in school, and a wide range of skills need to be tested. The focus should not be on what the child can do, it should be on their well-being and how they are settling into their new environment. This time should be used for both the practitioner and child to start building a trusting relationship, which is an important factor in the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). The quality of relationship between the child and teacher can be detrimental to their learning journey and development, therefore the first few weeks are crucial (Brodie, 2018). Bronfenbrenner ecological system supports the theory, which believes strong relationships support the child’s development (Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny 2017).
Young children’s behaviour will change once they feel comfortable and grow more confident, so why are practitioners required to find out the children’s skills and knowledge at a time they might feel vulnerable. Overloading children with questions and commands in the time frame given can be intimidating, therefore swapping to observations only would evidently be the better method to gather information needed to determine their capabilities (Smidt, 2015).  
Moreover, the individual child’s results should not be considered as a true reflection on their abilities, as the information was gathered in an unnatural way (Howard and McInnes 2013). It needs to be taken into account some children may feel anxious or distressed when confronted with a series of unnatural styled questions or asked to physically perform a skill (Brooker, 2008). 
Research suggests children who approach play-based activities and engage in a playful manner have improved concentration, which is why assessments should be in the form of an observation made whilst children are playing (Howard and McInnes, 2011). Therefore, the enabling adult should use the children’s perception of play-based activities linked to the learning outcomes, if practitioners prefer to follow the guidelines by observing their skills. This method removes the negative impact questioning may have on a child (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
As the new curriculum for Wales states every child is unique (Welsh Government, 2023) practitioners should be encouraged to only use notes taken during observations of each individual’s skills, qualities, strengths, weaknesses and development capabilities and create a profile to use instead of the current baseline assessment. In addition, supporting each child’s development in all areas is important to provide a holistic approach, which is an important aim in the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023).
The practitioner could continue to add to each child’s profile with updated accomplishments and achievements, or any changes noticed in their development. This allows the teacher to have on going and relevant information on each learners needs, which can be used when planning lessons to enhance skills. Understanding each child’s needs ensures the practitioner can create the correct learning environment, which is both proactive and response (Waters, 2016). 
Hopefully Wales will continue to see the child as unique and provide the individual support needed. The reformed curriculum is something Wales should be proud of as the child’s well-being and development is embedded throughout. 
“Playful learning is the magic that takes place when we meld a child’s sense of joy and wonder with thoughtfully planned learning experiences.” (Ministry of Education, 2019).
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