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Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports.
The Foundation Phase is the current flagship policy for the Welsh Government for early years education in Wales for children aged 3 to 7 years old (Welsh Government, 2020). However, the Welsh Government is making a radical departure from the current more formal, competency-based approach associated with the Key Stage 1 National Curriculum to a more experiential, developmental, play based approach to teaching and learning by introducing the four purposes (WISERD, 2015). 
An underlying demand for a reform of the foundation phase in Wales comes from the persistent underachievement of approximately 20% of  primary school-age population over a number of years according to NAfW, (2003) this is also reported by Donaldson (2015) who found that levels of achievement are not as high as they should be, this can be backed up by the evidence from Estyn (2017) and Wales PISA results. When comparing the UK overall PISA ranking Wales scored the lowest in Science, English and Mathematics in 2015 and 2018, these results give a benchmark to assess the impact of the education reform (Wightwick, 2016). With this low PISA scores, it  affects Wales ability to grant access to international funding which could ultimately impact on future ability for children to complete In the international business and job market according to Wightwick (2016). 
Another demand for a reform comes from the concern of teaching and learning in the first few years of schooling being to formal and desires a more developmentally appropriate practice to teaching and learning (NAfW, 2003). NAfW (2003) found that teachers introduce formal learning too soon, before some pupils are ready” which could be the answer for the high level of underachievement for primary school age children and at a risk of lower children’s confidence, self-esteem and ambition to learn which can have long term effects according to Kids Health (2018). Kids Health (2018) states that by children losing a self-esteem at a young age can have a detrimental effect throughout their lives which could lead to the child not making progress towards goals, a stunt in the child learning in school and lose of ambition this is agreed with by Bryce-Clegg (2015). Bryce- Clegg (2015) highlights that children who feel positive, involved and engaged will ultimately learn more efficiently, and high-quality outcomes can be derived from settings that nurture well-being, this was also reported by Donaldson(2015) who reported that personal well-being and health education requires radical change to ensure the best for every child. However, with the introduction and emphasis on play based learning it is reported to help promote and develop children well-being. This can also be seen in the health and wellbeing area of the Learning and Experience area of the new curriculum which is designed to help gain a greater knowledge throughout education on the holistic and understanding of health and well-being. This is supported through physical play which supports development mental health and gives the child the opportunity to navigate through life challenges in a healthy and effective way (Donaldson, 2015), this is supported by HealthyChildren (2020).
Donaldson (2015) also suggests that the new curriculum should help to engage the interest of all children individually as best it can, which will overall promote schools to overcome the circumstances that attribute so many to educational underachievement. Rather than focusing on external expectations such as focusing on the children achieving high results on standardised tests which leads to a diminution of creativity in teaching and the needs of the children. One of the main reasons behind the changes as reported by (Welsh Gov, 2020) is the need for a technological updates curriculum as the world is constantly changing with the technological advances such as online learning resources and digital competences as well as life outside of school so they are fully prepared for future life and jobs which will ultimately have a greater impact economy. Bond and Fox (2015) found that there needs to be an update use of technology in education to significantly advance students learning and understanding by providing opportunities to problem solve, substantial reasoning and making connections. By having this understanding that digital competencies play a role in increasing communication and networking by increasing the range of interactions and transactions Donaldson (2015).
It has been reported by Entin (2011) that since 1955 children’s free play has been continually declining, it is reported by (Brown, 2018) that when a child has a deprivation of play they often fail to engage socially and in later life often may be more explosive reactions to circumstances. Entin (2011) discusses that play in a child’s education, helps development in ways other than physical, as it is through play that children first learn how to make decisions, problem solve, self-control, and to follow rules. NHS (2018) states that play enables children with the opportunity to identify their own self and personal interests, along with developing ways to handle their emotions, including fear, stress and anger. The Welsh Government (2020) states the new curriculum changes will be built upon on the principle of learning through play, by making these changes helps to promote and build upon the child’s individual well-being and self-esteem, along with developing their language and communication skills. According to Entin (2011) when play is lost it can lead to children developing anxiety and depression as they have no release of negative feeling such as stress and anger. However, Welsh Government (2020) states that play helps children to investigate and explore whilst having the opportunities to experiment, which is also researched by Harvard University (2020) who also state that play helps to strengthen and encourage children core life skills whilst supporting relationships. DCELLS (2008) reported that play based learning advocates for children learning through first hand experiences whilst placing great emphasis on play as a vehicle for learning, which is also supported by Maude (2010) who states that play helps to promote physical literacy and competences , motivation, confidence, as well as learning to take responsibility, knowledge and understanding (IPLA, 2014). Merleau-Ponty (1962) states that play enforces the children’s innate drive to interact with the world around them and creating intimate relationships between movement and perception. This is also agreed with and built upon by Whitehead (2010) who states that play gives the children the opportunity to construct their understanding of themselves as ‘beings-in-the-world’. It is also noted that humans are forever in an active and strong relationship with their surroundings as they interact with the world (Whitehead, 2010). Goddard Blythe (2013) agree with Whitehead (2010) as they state that having these rich interactions with the world around them helps gives them unique experiences with the opportunity to experience a range of movements which helps to diminish developmental delays. Furthermore, a study found by Wainwright (2014) found that play with the emphasis of the outdoors helps to make a positive contribution to the development of physical literacy as previously mentioned by Maude (2010). Research by Wainwright (2014) found that play enforce a positive relationship between pupils’ physical competence and pupils’ intellectual development which supported the implementation of the play based early years curricula.
By comparing the new curriculum ‘successful future’ that is starting to be introduced and the early years education in New Zealand (Te Whariki) and Reggio Emilia, it can be noted that the foundation phase follows the constructivist theories of learning as it is highly focused on children as individually and the unique child (Ministry of Education, 2017). The new curriculum also shows socio- cultural ideas through the use of ideas of empowerment and play throughout the children’s learning as studied by Maynard et al. (2013). However, there are some noticeable differences between the curriculums in comparison, these being the pressure of children required to complete key skills and outcomes by the end of the foundation phase (WISERD, 2015) . Another way these are similar is the enabling the environment of learning through purposeful play and accessible resources so that children can lead their own learning which is very much based on Reggio’s approach (OECD, 2004). Continuing, there are aspects that have been adapted from the Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki curriculum some of these include the emphasis on active learning and participation as stated by Rees and Taylor (2015) as this gives the children the opportunity to learn through physical and active experiences.  
One of the main factors that contribute to the success of the Te Whariki approach is the individualised teaching and learning catered for the individual child (Ministry of Education, 2017), by focusing on the child as an individual helps to promote the child’s well-being and self-esteem as they are not as likely to be compared to peers or focused on results Cunningham (2020). The Te Whariki approach states that it is essential that the Kaiako work closely with each child, so they have the opportunity to communicate regularly about the child’s changing needs, capabilities and interests (Ministry of Education, 2017). When comparing Te Whariki and the curriculum reform it is noticeable that the child remains central to the curriculum, with assessment and evaluation based on the individual child and their capabilities rather that a standardised test given to all (Maynard et al, 2013)this notion of the child being at the centre aligns with the new curriculum reform as it is proposes that every child will be seen as an individual (Donaldson, 2015).
One challenge reported by WISERD (2019) is there is a noticeable variation across the sectors in Wales as it has been found that there is a higher standard of implementation in maintained schools and nurseys compared to non-maintained settings. Another major concern which was reported by WISERD (2019) is the reports that teachers were faced with communication issues as it is reported of concerns as it has not yet been implemented effectively across the country. The concerns raised by WSERD (2014) can also be linked to O’Neill et, el.(2014) who states that many problems can occur when during a reform is if there is a lack of clarity and vision or poor communication. Herrmann (2017) who discusses that during changes in school some time teachers have an unwillingness to change due to the comfort of predictability they already have with their current curriculum. A major concern that has been reported on previously by Walsh et al. (2010) is the desire of practitioners to reform which has been reported in many other countries, this has been reported to have increased due to the lack of understanding of the rational and context in which this reform to take place (Taylor et al, 2015). This unwillingness to change can also be linked to Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) resistance to change as some teachers as previously mentioned my feel comfortable and safe with their current training and knowledge of the curriculum.  Along with the concerns about the communication and implementation of the curriculum, WISRD (2014) has also found the concerns from teachers about the continued funding for the foundation phase implementation more so the funding for training in the new changes, it has been reported by NEWUT (2020) that teachers reported that some settings have a limited amount of money to spent on training already and external training can often be expensive and out of budget for all teachers to attend. It has also been reported that a small but significant amount of staff have reported paying for their own training which has raised concerns that any further strain on the schools budget may lead to a higher number of staff missing out on training or being expected to pay for their own, this has also been reported by ESTYN (2017). With the supposed funding problems it could lead to teachers relying solely on information dissemination of newly trained staff to relay new relevant and crucial training on the curriculum reform to staff who do not have the funding for training as stated by Green (2008), this can also be linked to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems when looking at the implementation of the reform as it can be considered to represent the difficulties in implementation and where inconsistencies may occur as it is passed through each level (Macdonald, 2018). 

Critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play based curricular.
The University of Reading (2017) states that assessments, evaluations and associated feedback are essential to children’s learning. Race et al (2005) found that assessments should be a way to develop a student’s learning with providing the opportunity for students to evaluate themselves, it should make use of authentic and enthusiastic methods. The current method of assessment is based on a child’s age by using both formative and summative assessment to evaluate the learners progress towards planned learning objectives whilst strengthening pupils’ learning; and improving their own planning and teaching (OECD, 2014). Section 108 of the Education Act 2002 places the National Assembly for Wales responsible for the system of statutory national assessment. Under the Education Act 1992, it places Estyn which is the office of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate and training in Wales, responsible for inspections. These inspections evaluate that standards and progress that are reached by pupils. When a child enters a reception class at the age of 4/5 and begins the foundation phase, they undertake a baseline assessment. At the end of the foundation phase children undertake a summative teacher’s assessment (Welsh Government, 2020). The responsibility for the correct and effective implementation fall on the shoulders of each settings headteachers and governing bodies according to Education Wales (2020). An Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) published a report in 2014  which highlighted the consistent high proportion of children and young people in Welsh schools whose results showed a low performance and concluded that there needed to be a radical change in the current method of assessment and evaluation arrangements due to the high level of unsatisfaction. 
With the approaching changes to the curriculum in Wales so comes the changes to the way in which children will be assessed (Welsh Government, 2019). One of the major changes is schools and teachers will have more control over when and what assessments learners will have. These new assessments will aim to find out what the individual learner can do, what needs to be worked upon and what they can learn next to further the development of the learner (Welsh Gov, 2019). Wiliam (2011) states that assessments in education are only beneficial when the assessments are designed to guide and enhance the child’s learning, the assessments are fair and ensure all students are provided with the opportunities to demonstrate their learning in a relaxed setting, and when assessment develop the students abilities to evaluate their own learning. With these new changes come the commitment from the Welsh Government to create an inclusive educational system which is designed to include everyone and ensure all young people and children have an access to a high standard of education to ensure they reach their full potential according to Education Wales (2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk36846516]One of the major changes happening to the methods of assessment is the change to commitments to individualise the way in which children and young people are assessed, by focusing on the learners identity, abilities, language background and the difference in support that they may need depending on their particular circumstances (Education Wales, 2020). The new changes to assessments places the individual learner at the heart of assessments and require support to be active participants in their own learning process which should also draw upon a holistic picture meaning a wider range of assessment approaches to build upon the learners development (Welsh Government, 2020). With this change of becoming individualised means there has to be a balance between accountability and improvement in the assessment and evaluation framework in Wales (OECD, 2014). Prior to the reform and change in assessment and evaluation a review found the system was primarily developmental with little accountability which poses the risk of teachers only teaching relevant information for assessments rather than information which children can use throughout their life. It was reported that teachers were largely judged on results from standardised test which were completed by their students meaning they may be teaching to assess and test and focusing only on skills and knowledge that are needed for tests rather than knowledge and skills needed for the future whilst incorporating play (Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009). However, Stanford (2017) state that education and assessments today should be based on skills, meaning many processes need adapting to help children succeed, meet new challenges, problem solve and support their own learning, the focus should be on skills not scores. Barksdale- Ladd and Thomas (2000) also stated that by lowering the stakes associated with assessments results for teachers as well as students will likely lower the stress, anxiety and pressure associated with these assessments. With this focus being primarily on test results means there is less attention and focus on the student’s development and educational needs (Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009). However, this is now changing with the balance and focus on the child’s development rather than assessment results (Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009; OECD, 2013c). University of Reading (2017) argue that assessments are often more focused on quality assurance rather than supporting students learning, this can be linked to teachers being judged of the results of assessments rather than the development and support of their students.
Briggs and Hansen (2012) report that assessments need to be personalised and adapted to ensure flexibility to address the needs of pupils in the setting to ensure the best for each pupil and ensure that a range of skills are met and are progressive and catered for different abilities which corresponds with OECD (2013). Carrying on Thomas and Lewis (2016) states alternative options for assessment and evaluation; some of these include open ended questions, opportunities for scheduled observations, pertinent line of enquiry and key questions, these methods will be ensure low stress environments which will ultimately benefit the individual learners well-being. Walker (2014) found that many teachers found that too much pressure is put onto teachers for their students to achieve high assessment results which takes away time from the more creative and hands on learning of education, this ultimately puts stress and upset onto teachers also.
The impact of standardised test and assessments on a student’s mental and physical well-being has been research by Stimpson (2016) and found grounds for concern due to the troubling finding. Stimpson (2016) found that standardised tests often face high levels of pressure and stress related to test outcomes and demands of schools and teachers. Abeles (2015) highlights that students today as young as primary school age are spending an excessive amount of time on assessments, this assessing contributes to negative consequences including unhealthy and premature stress at times. Hart et al (2015) investigated parents feeling and attitudes behind assessments and tests at such a young age and found that although they value accurate measures of their child’s development many found it to be unnecessary and overdone. Continuing Long and Robertson (2014) found that parents were reporting the feeling that their children were paying a high price they standardised assessments were chipping away at their child’s sense of themselves as learners from a young age. They also felt as though their children were being ‘boxed into narrow ways’ to see their skills instead of seeing their individual contributions and knowledge (Long and Robertson, 2014). Dutro and Selland (2012) found that these standardised assessments at such an early age has a high chance of affecting a child’s self-efficacy and may affect their beliefs in their own competences when compared and separated from their peers, by having this low self-efficacy at such a young age can effect how children construct their identities as learners and be carried on through the rest of their education. Dutro and Selland (2012) argue that even from a young age a concern of how a child acknowledges their position in the class can often discourage children’s investment in schools rather than encourage especially when less than proficient. Harlen and Deakin Crick (2003) found that when children recognise that they are low achievers in schools for example recognising that they are in a different group to their friend or are set different work, can lead to the child as young as reception to label themselves as low achieving or ‘not as clever’ as their peers. This can have serious impacts on the child’s beliefs  and self-esteem and lead to having an impact on their ability to learn. 
OCED (2014) reported that internationally and in Wales the need for a thorough institutional change throughout the system as a requirement for a successful curriculum reform movement was needed, OCED (2014) state that by only changing one element for example assessment or curriculum is not useful enough if others are not changed as well. As the curriculum and forms of assessment are changing Estyn (2014) in their annual report confirmed that their reporting and inspection procedures differ depending upon funded and non-maintained schools, this will make it increasingly difficult to compare the effectiveness of the curriculum reform. However, plans are in place for Estyn and CSSIW  to work collaboratively and bring inspections closer together and delivered across the foundation phase (Estyn, 2014). This would benefit all to identify what settings are adapting well to the changes and what setting are in need of more support, Estyn (2014) state the importance of being able to compare quality across the whole foundation phase in order to play improvements and ensure equity of opportunities to all children. 
When comparing assessment methods to other countries approaches such as New Zealand (Te Whariki) it highlights the importance of the unique child and treating every child as individuals. Te Whariki use assessments to find out more about the individual child such as what interests them, how are their progressing, what do they know and how can they be supported to develop further (Ministry of Education, 2017). This is similar to the changes for the curricula reform as the teachers will have control over the assessments so they have the opportunity to evaluate what the children already know, what can they learn next and what support will benefit them (Welsh Government, 2019). Many assessments and evaluation happen in an informal way in an everyday experiences where the teachers has the opportunity to listen and observe the child when they are engaged in what interests them, they have found that this helps the children to reach immediate and long term goals due to the natural and stress free environment (Ministry of Education, 2017). Te Whariki also record information about the children in forms of photographs, art and sometimes recordings of the children’s work, this provides the opportunity for teachers and parents to engage with the child’s learning journey and collaboratively observe the child’s development (Ministry of education, 2017). By having these portfolios gives the children the opportunity to revisit past work and provides the opportunity for learning and self and peer assessment to play the role in their own learning. Assessments in the Te Whariki approach are constructed with the individual child at the centre and ensuring that assessments capture the strengths, abilities and competencies of the child (Ministry of Education, 2017) this also follows the work of Wiliam (2011).









Write a Blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum change.
One main aspect that needs to be considered when implementing a curriculum change is the well-being of children and teachers in education. Well-being of children is important to consider in education and especially times of change as stated by Eryilmaz (2015) who found that children who experience positive emotions and well-being often show an increased resilience and perform better in their studies.
One way that can have a negative effect on children’s well-being and has o be considered in the new curriculum is reported by the Department for Education (2012) state that there is a direct correlation between children’s emotional well-being and their place in class, for example from a young age children take note of their position in class whether that be that they are in a different group to their friends or if they are set different work to their peers, this is also supported by Child Mind Institute (2020). Child Mind Institute (2020) found that children often use globalised thinking to express how they are feeling in situations where they feel disappointed in themselves. This way of thinking can ultimately have a detrimental impact on the way a child feels about themselves in education and in general. An example of this is a child saying and realising that their friends are better at math than they are. This is magnified as children are grouped based on their ability which is reported by Sellgran (2017) to decrease children’s confidence and aspirations. It was found that teachers claim that grouping children based on ability is taken for granted and often children from as early as reception are aware of their standing which can have a detrimental impact of being labelled and children’s self confidence and limits children’s development and learning (Sellgran, 2017). UCL (2018) found that children who are in lower ability groups are often labelled and harms their self-confidence and could even restrict their learning. Continuing Estyn (2017) states the benefits of mixed ability classes one of which include the benefits of more advanced children helping less able children with their work and understanding which can help to build upon their confidence and development by having to complete their own work whilst learning how to communicate how to help others. Estyn (2017) also states that having mixed ability classes will help to positively challenge all students and set a constant pace, by taking note of this during the implementation of the new curriculum may benefit more students to cope with the changes as they will have the opportunity to help each other.
[bookmark: _Hlk36907790]Another aspect to consider aiding the well-being of children during the curriculum is the use of assessments for children as reported by the Children Commissioner for Wales (2020) who states that some primary school age children have talked about the feeling of stress and anxiety when it comes to tests and assessments. It has been reported that in Wales positive steps have been taken by rolling out school-based counselling to pupils in all secondary schools. However, it is noted that the same has not happened for primary school aged children. Simpson (2016) reports on the effects assessments and test can have on children from a young age, and found that constant test that are used to assess teachers ability and ranking, often have a negative effect on the child’s self-efficacy especially during cases which have been reported by the Family and Parenting Institute (2007). Family and Parenting Institute (2007) reported that teachers across England and Wales were suggesting children be kept off school when the school was having assessments of the children which would effect the schools rating, as they feared the child’s performance would negatively effect the school. Reports like these can have detrimental effect on a child’s self-worth and self-efficacy which could lead to un-attainment in school throughout their whole educational lives and paint a negative picture of school to the child (Simpson, 2016). This is an important consideration to acknowledge when looking into a curriculum reform and can be looked at through other countries approaches to well-being incorporated into the curriculum. It stands out that the Te Whariki approach found that often well-being in education is often addressed more implicitly rather than explicitly despite its significant for children and humans (He Kupu, 2015). Due to these aspects Te Whariki find it important to incorporate well-being in core curriculum aspects, as it is seen to develop and benefit human emotions, healthy relationships and better understanding and acceptance (Richie, 2012).
Estyn (2019) state some positive ideas that some schools are implementing to support children’s well-being, some of which include a ‘well-being wall’ where children place one of three faces (happy, ok, sad) under their name in the morning and can change it throughout the day depending upon how they are feeling, this gives the teachers the opportunity to check on how the child is feeling and the reasons behind why they may be feeling this way. When these methods or similar one is used it gives teachers the opportunity to assess and prompt a discussion if trends start to appear and suggest if additional support is needed or not (Estyn, 2019).
Another benefit to consider during the curriculum reform is not only the well-being of the children by also teachers as NASUWT (2019) reported that 82% of teachers in Wales have suffered from mental health issues including anxiety in 2019 when asked what causes their mental health problems 41% reported that it was due to curriculum reform/change. NASUWT (2019) states that teachers wellbeing and mental health needs to be incorporated into the curriculum reform especially with the impending changes to the curriculum and Additional Learning Needs Code as it is reported to increase workload. However, with the change in curriculum to giving teachers more control over their own teaching is a step in the right direction, although more can be done to support teachers during this uncertain time (Welsh Government, 2020).
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