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Section 1 
According to Protheroe (2022), this is a more exciting period for Welsh education than ever before. The new curriculum for non-maintained settings was implemented in September 2022, and all early childhood education settings are expected to implement it. According to the Welsh Government (2022), the curriculum emphasises supporting a child-centred pedagogy that is responsive and dynamic, as well as guiding settings to provide an environment that provides consistent opportunities for play-based learning while also providing authentic and purposeful learning experiences that can be created using the three enablers. These include the enabling environment, enabling adults, and enabling experiences. Taylor and Power (2020) state the education system in Wales has been reformed following the commission of graham Donaldson in March 2014 to conduct a full review of the Welsh education system which at the time consisted of the foundation phase framework. According to Grigg (2016), prior to Donaldson's report, the minister for education and skills, Huw Lewis, was commissioned to do a stocktake of the implementation of the foundation phase, which took place from September 2013 to March 2014. Waters (2016) states that during the foundation phase profile positive moves were made in ensuring educational settings provided children with interesting, fascinating, stimulating, and safe indoor and outdoor environments that foster their growth and natural eagerness to explore and learn via hands-on activities. 
[bookmark: _Int_sK2fOmXo]However, findings withing the report also compiled a list consisting of 23 recommendations. These included two recommendations that advised practitioners, teachers, and leaders to focus on knowledge of play-based pedagogy. They also recommended that staff would benefit from having an in-depth knowledge of children's development in early childhood education, as well as the ability to understand, reflect, and evaluate practice (Welsh Government, 2014). Estyn (2017) goes on to explain that other proposals prioritise professional development and access to ongoing training for practitioners and personnel in order to positively implement the foundation phase on a daily basis and further support children's development through hands-on learning, particularly in the areas of language, literacy, and mathematics. Clear recommendations for improving practitioners' comprehension and knowledge of how to implement a child centre pedagogy curriculum as stated in the foundation phase were made in the final report from the evaluation of the foundation phase. Training was classified as mandatory. Further recommendations included financing being prioritised to make sure that learning environments fit the foundation phase's objectives, especially the outside environment, and that many settings and schools still hadn't fully adopted the foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2015). However, are recommendations enough when facing such barriers. Reid (2011) states the education system faced severe strain and challenges, in 2011 a 1.8-billion-pound budget cut was announced within the Welsh government leaving further uncertainty and possible barriers on an already strained system within the education sector. 
As the new reform is implemented, many are questioning if it will result in any good changes to Pisa outcomes in Wales. According to the OECD (2024), Pisa scores in Wales have been the lowest in comparison to both England and Scotland, and the results for 2022 are no different, showing an average score in England resulting in 496, Scotland with results of 493 and Wales with a result of 466, with judgement being made on previous education reforms and what is not working. According to Citak (2023), Finland and New Zealand are much ahead of Wales in terms of Pisa results. Both countries' education systems have undergone positive reforms, but what adjustments have they implemented? 
The National Center on Education and Economy (2023) suggest that during the reform of the education system in Finland many changes were made. Deemed as one of the most significant changes was the decision to reverse all funding cuts within the education system and placed a focus on figuring out how to use artificial intelligence to enhance education and learning. In agreement, Sahlberg (2010) notes that the reform has brought attention to the curriculum's inclusivity and that a focus of the reform was on providing practitioners and teachers with the skills necessary to implement a curriculum that emphasises play-based learning in addition to providing environmental education, in which the outdoors plays a critical role in the children's daily learning. In addition, the OECD (2015) emphasises that, in contrast to other nations, the Finish educational system forbids the use of standardised assessments for young students. Instead, the emphasis is on learning rather than testing. According to McLachlan (2017), during the 2017 revisions to Te Whariki, the New Zealand education system that has been in existence since 1996, seen changes implemented after current issues were identified with the belief that practitioners perceived inability to actively engage with and comprehend Te Whāriki was found to have an impact on the overall quality of early childhood education, specifically on children's access to a diverse curriculum that provides equal opportunities for learning across the entire learning spectrum. Issues that were similar to those identified within the foundation phase. 
[bookmark: _Int_xIWpd4DE]The ministry of education (2017) further states that during the reform, focuses were placed on upskilling practitioners to gain a sound knowledge of the importance of play based learning as well as implementing their curriculum in the sense of a woven mat, which consists of four main principles along with five strands and learning outcomes which can also be seen within the curriculum for non-maintained settings consisting of four purposes and 5 developmental pathways that is made up of belonging, exploration, communication and well-being. With four out of five being identical to the strands that are entwined into Te Whariki, which could lead many to believe Te Whariki has had an influence on the principles laid out within the curriculum. However New Zealand's education system held a strong emphasis on supporting practitioners understanding of both child development and play based learning, but have such efforts been made to ensure the same consistency and support within Wales. As stated within the stocktake carried out in 2013 on the foundation profile, practitioners understanding posed as a barrier of the implementation within education settings. McInnes et al (2011) believes that studies have revealed a discrepancy between the way practitioners conceptualise play and how they actually do it further stating there are a lot of definitions of play centre on how an adult views the visible act of play, but this misses the mark on what playfulness really is and what qualities foster development. Smit et al. (2021) also proposes that, while practitioners may have the necessary training and qualifications to educate and support children, the training may be out of date and hence irrelevant in terms of curriculum reform and child development through play. Kwakman (2003) believes that children learn best, when they have the opportunity to lead their own learning suggesting practitioners must acknowledge to support children to their best ability, they must adopt a new pedagogical approach. However, Weisburg et al (2015) suggests that with play-based learning becoming an important aspect of many curriculum revisions, is there a clear definition and guidance on exactly what is meant by play based learning. Sineema, Nieveene and Priestly (2020) state although there is no clear definition of play based learning positive steps to overcoming such barriers can be reinforced by creating methodical professional learning courses related to curriculum creation, which support the idea that teacher growth is a prerequisite for curriculum development. Welsh policy's emphasis on the value of methodical approaches to collaborative professional inquiry is positive in this regard. 
Varella and Wright (2019) additionally suggest that to overcome such barriers right to play developed continuum of teacher training to support and empower children through the use of play. This is accessible in the form of a training resources offering ongoing support on developing knowledge, experience whilst gaining fundamental skills. Oers and Duijkers (2013) further adds experiences with previous implementation procedures highlight how vital teacher preparation is to a successful carrying out such changes, issue of implementation that were highlighted within the final report of the evaluation of the foundation phase. Welsh Government (2021) states that through the curriculum for non-maintained settings document offers a clear explanation on the importance of play based learning, how practitioners can endeavour to apply this into daily practise and summarises the fundamental impact enabling adults can have on a child's development. Further support has been made accessible to ensure positive implementation, professional development courses have been created in collaboration with stakeholders to support both the Curriculum for Wales' September 2022 implementation and current early education practices. With the aim to support children in their learning and development as well as their ongoing educational journey, enabling those working with children to further strengthen their profession in this area (Welsh Government, 2023). Even though various steps have been taken to ensure that the curriculum is carried out effectively in Wales, studies published by Estyn have revealed that many education settings and schools are still in the early phases of implementation. Furthermore, it appears that the education system continues to place an emphasis on what students learn rather than how they learn (Estyn, 2023). 



 
Section 2
[bookmark: _Int_aDbisZzX]Rashid, Anupama, and Lubna (2021) refer to children as "rising stars," a term they believe relates to each child being a unique individual who will shine to reach their full potential with the use of various teaching approaches tailored to each child's needs. According to Allingham (2023), who holds similar opinions, educators and practitioners must unlearn how to learn in order to create their own curricula that supports and nurtures each individual child according to their developmental stage at that specific time. This involves learning about each child's preferences, interests, strengths, and challenges. This has been focused on within the curriculum for non-maintained settings with thee focus being all settings recognise every child is unique and ensuring the curriculum prioritises the children's developmental requirements in our teaching practices to promote holistic development (Welsh Government, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_WMmNUt6W]Welsh Government (2017) states that the Foundation Phase Profile is a crucial component of the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework, developed by the Welsh Government. An assessment framework which aims to offer a baseline evaluation that is consistent across the country through observations to make up the outcomes awarded of the formative assessment. However, Stiggins 2007 suggests that one of the main functions of assessment is to identify and draw attention to variations in children's learning. One that, in his opinion, emphasises one's limitations rather than their strengths. Solley (2007) is in agreeance and hopes that schools would more actively seek assessments arrangements that truly honoured each unique child’s individuality and developmental growth, again with a positive focus on one’s strengths. The foundation phase profile consists of 4 fundamental areas that specifically tracks the development of each child’s language and literacy, mathematical, physical, and personal, social, and emotional well-being skills. The assessment tool focuses on assessing children withing the first six weeks of their start in settings and schools and a later assessment before the end of each term (Welsh Government, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_omZ0kVVu]Nonetheless, Dunphy (2010) contends that in order for formative evaluations to be useful in the early years of curriculum creation, practitioners must possess a solid grasp of child development. Navarette (2016) shares similar views and states educators' knowledge on the developing child should support the way in which they are able to incorporate the genesis of culturally important areas of learning such as language and literacy and emotional and social well-being through an environment that offers slow pedagogy based around each unique child’s likes and interest which allows assessments to show a holistic picture of each child. 
[bookmark: _Int_crL6cQBb][bookmark: _Int_I4qaK4An][bookmark: _Int_ehCLmoTB][bookmark: _Int_qfnZuYA0][bookmark: _Int_3wzsPETy][bookmark: _Int_T4p0GqOU]Bormanaki and Khoshhal (2017) elaborate further and suggest gaining an understanding of each unique child, Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is relevant and as Piaget stated tuning in and thinking from a child's perspective is the most effective technique to grasp their reasoning for each movement, action, choice, answer, and decision that they make. Both Hammel (2007) and Daniels and Shumow (2003) are in agreeance and believe that lack of professional development that is available amongst the staff in education and the early years practitioners can have a negative effect on the ability to apply best practise within their environment and how educators have a limited understanding of child development and can find it difficult to delve into a child’s world and imagination in order to assess a child holistically. Norman, Nyberg and Elinder (2015) further suggest that one size simply does not fit all and that assessments should be done using a profile of evidence captured over a period of time and not a simple tick box with no room for possible modifications as used within the foundation phase profile. Trumbull and Lash (2013) argue that through a national consistent baseline and assessment, standardized tests are fair for all, and practitioners can use this to identify children that may display signs of possible emerging needs by comparing outcomes of children the same age and identifying areas of weaknesses displayed on the baseline outcomes.
As cited by Welsh Government (2015) the foundation phase framework states that children must be given the freedom to grow at their own distinct, individual pace since they learn and develop abilities at varying rates. Nonetheless, the foundation phase profile assessment does not allow for children to learn at their own pace, nor does it allow for assessments to show small steps of progress, which Benham (2020) suggests are critical for recognition in children with additional learning needs and should be celebrated regardless of how small the steps of progression are; they are significant to the child and their family, which is not visually recognised within the foundation phase profile.  
[bookmark: _Int_ZLxlCm7a]Scott et al (2014) states during the Alberta statement assessment study the question of fairness was raised and discussed regarding standardized testing such as the foundation phase profile. Many questioned exactly how fair such tests could be and argued that they require a wider conceptualisation with children with cultural difference, special needs, and language barriers to be deemed fair. In agreement Shao and Huo (2019) elaborate further and suggest that like the foundation phase profile within Wales, many children are being assessed in the early years in languages that are not the preferred language used at home stating this can have detrimental effects on not just their assessment scores but their overall development limiting the benefits of such crucial years and how much they can achieve in life. Which leaves the question are education systems simply doing enough to meet the needs of children from diverse cultural backgrounds as well as recognising children’s different learning paces and stages. 
Twombly (2014) believes we neglect the skills that are more difficult to evaluate when we allow these approaches to take precedence over other learning metrics and further states education becomes about knowledge, discrete skill development, and test-taking tactics, rather than providing pupils with tools for future learning and invention. Posing the query of what are the alternatives of such standardised assessments such as the foundation phase profile where educators can gain a deeper understanding of the child holistically. 
[bookmark: _Int_Qlk5tw4s]Welsh Government (2022) state in line with the new assessment arrangements for funded non- maintained settings the purpose of all assessments should be to support children day to day, understanding progress to reflect within our own practise and not just to identify children’s progress over a length of time but to capture every detail of this. Furthermore, practitioners should employ a range of methods to document such progress, such as one-page profiles, learning tales, and notebooks, as well as digital apps and platforms, to ensure evidence is obtained to demonstrate the child's holistic personality and development. According to Education Hub (2020), the new assessment framework in Wales is shares similarities to those used in the Te Whariki curriculum, a holistic framework that Blaiklock (2010) suggests within the curriculum many practitioners use learning journals to display progression for children and agrees that such assessments put the learners first, ensuring adults are supporting children to become capable, confident learners in their own right by providing a slow pedagogy to meet the needs of all individual children. Grey (2013) argues that adult support of children's learning through self-directed cultivation of their own abilities and imaginations which cannot be taught in any other way is more important than lessons taken at desks, tests, or grading. 
According to Carr and Lee (2019), many practitioners use Wendy Lee's learning journals and have renamed them to reflect their ethos, with some early year's settings calling them love stories. Furthermore, learning journals or stories are created in collaboration with children's families, allowing practitioners to use their passion for creativity and imagination to celebrate each child's uniqueness, recording powerful stories as part of their development assessments, and forming significant bonds with children and their families.
Lee et al (2013) agree and suggest that when using learning stories to conduct assessments in accordance with arrangements, the fundamental concepts and objectives of evaluation are established while capturing the fact that each child is unique, and even small steps of progression can be celebrated and shown to parents and carers. The Welsh Government (2022) shares the same collaboration in their newly written assessments and focuses on ensuring assessment arrangements within settings are personal and fully diverse, recognising and supporting children from various cultures, abilities, and backgrounds, which was lacking in previous assessments of the foundation phase profile. However, according to Foley (2023), current ratios for children aged two are now 1:4, and ongoing arguments may see this go to 1:5, with children aged three currently in a 1:8 ratio. Putting extra strain on early childhood practitioners is the present question of how feasible such customised learning notebooks for each child are likely to be. In agreement, Perlman et al. (2017) suggest that larger staff-to-child ratios may have a substantial impact on the relationships developed, as practitioners may not be able to obtain a comprehensive understanding of each child under their care, which may result in assessments and observations that do not provide accurate information. 
According to Brownell and Tanner (2017), insufficient training, time, and incentives are among the most frequently mentioned obstacles to the early years sector's current adjustments in line with the new curriculum. Mehmet and Vildan (2021) agree and add that practitioners frequently face a knowledge gap regarding how to implement such changes in their settings due to a lack of opportunities for professional development. As a result, practitioners may feel unprepared to implement such changes. Additionally, Valle et al. (2007) state that a potential barrier to the possibility of creating stories or journals containing critical information about each child is that the requirements are presented in a way that may overwhelm practitioners who deal with mild learning disabilities like dyslexia and make the goals seem unachievable in comparison to a box that can be checked.


Section 3 
Outdoor play and play based learning!
What are the benefits to accessing play in the outdoors and how can practitioners support this?
Much emphasis has been placed on children accessing the outdoor environment, with many questionings why, what are the benefits to a child's development and how can practitioners in the early years setting support this.
Bento and Diaz (2017) state the distinctive features and stimuli of the outdoor world give for different play opportunities that can rarely be recreated inside both at home and within early years settings. In the sections that follow, we will examine the advantages of being outside and find out how much time children should be spending in the great outdoors, where they can enjoy the fresh air, sunlight, and beautiful natural aspects of our surroundings.
Orchard (2017) believes and recommends that nature playgrounds be created on school grounds so that all children can benefit from the pleasant experiences that nature can provide. According to Maciver (2013), Froebel's theory of the outdoors has had a significant impact on the early years. Froebel believed that children were curious, creative people who flourished in an open, airy, natural setting. The curriculum for non-maintained settings places an emphasis on children becoming ambitious, creative contributors and suggests children accessing play in the outdoor environments fundamental to the development of crucial skills. Many early years settings worldwide have integrated the Froebel approach into their daily practise. (Welsh Government, 2021). According to Beatson (2019), this is further ingrained in the "Te Whariki" curriculum in New Zealand, where educators recognise the critical advantages of frequently allowing children to access outdoor surroundings and integrate language, play, and these elements into their lessons. According to Brien (2023), theoretician Malaguzzi refers to the environment as the third teacher, which serves to further support this. So exactly what are the benefits?


Setting the environment for learning
[bookmark: _Int_leuCvOZi]Written within the curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings, Welsh Government, (2022) states that all scenes must be set with each individual child in mind, focusing on the developmental pathways the outdoor environment should offer play spaces that are inviting and filled with opportunities for children to become engrossed in awe and wonder. Experiences should be hands on and meaningful to each child fostering their likes and interest., whilst allowing children to freely express themselves physically, creatively, and imaginatively. Children may engage in experiences such as finding an insect, this may spark and ignite curiosity. Their learning maybe further enhanced by enabling adults who recognise when to scaffold a child’s learning. Children need to notice things in their environment, learning to express their needs, thought and opinions and are supported by adults who use outdoors as a learning space, skills which are fundamental for each child and fully emphasised within the developmental pathways. Welsh Government, (2023) offer further support to practitioners making accessible several online training modules allowing them to reflect on their practise and how to further enhance. Modules include outdoor learning, play, and play based learning and child development. These can be seen as fundamental in enhancing practitioners' knowledge to support children within their settings. 

Self-directed play in the outdoors
Self-directed play focuses exclusively on educating children to guide their own learning by following their interests and loves, as well as learning from their surroundings ( Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo, 2013). This does not need to be overthought instead by following the children’s lead practitioners can become in tune in how to scaffold their learning through pure

Physical health and movement
What exactly is the health benefit of outdoor play for children, then? According to Bento and Diaz (2017), children who are given the chance to explore and play outside can move freely, building strength, endurance, and agility through the coordination of their limbs in a variety of activities including running, leaping, and climbing. Professionals may provide this kind of skill development with as little as an outdoor music and movement class. It is further stated that through accessing the outdoors can support the regulation of emotions alongside reducing feelings such as anxiety and fear. 

Language, literacy, and numeracy 
Education Hub (2021) suggests outdoor learning areas provide a great setting for language acquisition and growth as well as fostering active and social play where children practise speaking and listening to others and acting out roles that require the use of early skills such mark making and writing. Children's outdoor activities help them improve their vocabulary by connecting the physical world to the words that describes it such as the weather, plants, and animals. This is embedded within the curriculum for non-maintained settings which states such skills as mandatory across the whole curriculum and suggest practitioner's role is to support attention, hearing, and comprehension as the foundation for language development. This can be accomplished by immersing children in rich language experiences and activities that help them improve their listening, speaking, and communication abilities ensuring every opportunity as a learning opportunity (Welsh Government, (2021). 

Risky play
McFarland and Laird (2018) suggest most young children actively seek out and relish difficult outdoor play. A fascinating and enjoyable activity with a little chance of injury is known as "risky play." Risky play frequently gives children the chance to push themselves, explore boundaries, test limitations, and learn how to weigh risks and injuries. So exactly how does this look in an early year’s setting?                       Sandseter (2009) agrees that children all have a natural urge for taking part in risky play, with some activities to promote this including balance beams, climbing equipment and items that children can problem solve to create their own obstacle courses. Harper (2018) further shares that risky play is widely promoted amongst forest schools worldwide, where practitioners understand the importance of supporting such play offering multiple ways for children to practise, repeat and embed such skills that are crucial to their physical and problem solving skills whilst supporting their self-confidence and esteem, further stating children do not learn to walk and run without first overcoming the hazards of tripping, falling, and suffering failure but, the obstacles, individual and social learning, and final wins are worth the effort. With many worries about the implementation of risky play to children, with a robust risk assessment and enabling adults, every child should have these opportunities. 
How much is recommended?
So exactly how much time is recommended that children spend in the outdoor environment? Yurich (2023) suggests that every child should spend at least 3 hours per day regardless of their age taking part in various activities that promote physical development and a healthy mind and body. One must question is this achievable or at all realistic. Byran (2022) states that through recent studies it was revealed that children are currently spending less than 15 minutes per day outdoors in many settings taking part in various activities. This is very different from the 3 hours that are recommended. Although 3 hours may feel unachievable, this is not even ten percent of the time recommended. Set your family a goal this week, see if you can spend at least an hour per day in the outdoors, you may like to go on a bug hunt, nature walks, or a simple stroll with loved ones, however you choose to give it a go and enjoy what the great outdoors has to offer!

Overcoming potential barriers
With spending some much time in the outdoors can come reservations and worries from parents, carers, and practitioners regarding what if the children are wet or cold, what if they become too messy, will they catch a cold. Both landscapes (2023) and Waite (2009) have demonstrated benefits in helping practitioners get over potential obstacles. Among the recommendations were:
Reviewing the outdoor space, no matter how small, utilize the space you have 
Visit a nearby forest school; it will assist with anxiety and display good, shared practise
If parents are worried, welcome them in and let them observe your practice in the outdoors. 
Set boundaries with the children to reduce the danger of injury and assess alongside you. Share the risk assessment with parents
Speak with your management about professional growth and obtaining up-to-date training that can benefit you in the outdoors.
[bookmark: _Int_2JxNvrhh][bookmark: _Int_YZXKw7Nb][bookmark: _Int_3prB8QbV]Tourula, Pölkki and Tisola share further benefits and state in Northern countries it is common practise for children to sleep outdoors in temperatures as cold as minus 4 degrees. Doctors recommend this suggesting this is good for immune systems, preventing germs, reducing colds and coughs and improves their quality of sleep in a calm, natural environment. 
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