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Section one – Analysis of the implementation of play based early years curricula.
Throughout years of education there have been many different curricula put in place within what is now the Foundation Phase. Curricula for practitioners to follow is to provide better outcomes for children in all areas of learning. Wightwick, (2019) states that Wales ranks last, for the fifth time, in PISA tests for the UK, falling behind standards in Maths, Science and Reading. Research has shown that, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, rewards, in terms of long and short-term developments are made where there is investment of a significant level in early childhood education (OECD, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_TwEMZexl]In 1999, when the National Assembly for Wales was established, education became their responsibility. The Welsh Assembly Government, (no date found) stated that their research showed that an early years curriculum, involving play, increased outcomes that could benefit children throughout their learning years, particularly those that are disadvantaged. 
[bookmark: _Int_LbVJuFZk]According to the Further Education System in Wales, (2015) the implementation of the Foundation phase, with its play-based approach for three- to seven-year-olds, is based on the seven identified areas of learning. These encompass: “Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity; Language, Literacy and Communication Skills; Mathematical Development; Welsh Language Development; Knowledge and Understanding of the World; Physical Development; Creative Development.” The first of these areas was identified as being “at the heart of the Foundation Phase”.
According to the Education Endowment Foundation, (2023) settings are encouraged to use play-based interventions because they have been proven to help develop social, emotional, or behavioural development of children. By helping children learn how to play it is the aim to further develop cognitive and social skills. 
Whitebread, (2012) quotes many examples of play-based learning throughout history, and recounts that it is everywhere, across all cultures, and has always been supported by the adults within those societies. This is shown by the toys and play equipment that has been made for the children. There have, of course, been variations in play due to the different attitudes of different cultures, including gender attitudes. The ideas of play-based pedagogy and its benefits for healthy development have been stated by past educators.
Relevant to development stage, participating in practical activities gives children more opportunities to comprehend how things work and explore the world. Open-ended questions provide challenge, and the children are presented with opportunities to problem solve by exploring and sharing ideas (Education Wales, 2018). 
Education was originally divided into Early Years (three- to five-year-olds), and Key Stage one, (five- to seven-year-olds). The Foundation Phase, merging both these stages together in 2012, changed teaching methodology to less of a formal approach, making outdoor experience a daily part of the child’s life at school. Children and adults could have more of a shared experience and understanding based on an equal footing in these outdoor play experiences. The original early years curricula were based on the role of the adult educator, where they managed children’s learning and development depending on their age stage, measuring this against accepted age-related norms. The approach of the Foundation Phase differs from this and seeks to involve the teachers in the children’s play, with their interests forming a basis for their learning. This acknowledges the child as curious, and interested, and enables the teacher to consider the child’s prior knowledge and use that as a point from which to develop, instead of using previously accepted age-related norms. This would give the Foundation Phase its’ promoted holistic approach to development (Waters, 2016).
According to Maynard, (2012) the Foundation Phase presented possible difficulties. The expectations from the statutory curriculum for Years one and two, in terms of outcomes, hadn’t changed greatly and this created tension between this and the play-based pedagogy. Wales picked up on this and so particular attention was drawn to mathematics, language, literacy and communication in the Foundation Phase.
In 2013, Huw Lewis, Minster for Education and Skills, commissioned an independent Stocktake regarding the Foundation Phase implementation. This had four methods for collecting and determining findings:
1. Task and Finish Group of Welsh experts and key stakeholders
2. Visits to both maintained and funded non-maintained establishments of both good and excellent standard (11 in total)
3. Six focus groups comprising a total of 67 stakeholders from settings other than those visited
4. Questionnaires across the sector, totalling 75.
Its aims, for the Foundation Phase, were to: understand how well it is being implemented across Wales; clarify how well embedded language development, literacy and numeracy skills are; understand how successful it is at raising the quality of learning, particularly for children of deprivation; establish how progression can be demonstrated from Flying Start to Foundation Phase and on to Key Stage two;  focusing on the experience of the child, the workforce and leadership, pinpoint where there may be differences in quality; understand how well requirements and principles are built in to Continued Professional Development and Initial Teacher Training; recommend any areas for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). 
The Stocktake noted that there were many concerns about the Foundation Phase. Some people that participated felt that they couldn’t comment properly as it was too early; Maynard et al (2012) noted some difficulties between the existing statutory curriculum and the play-based approach that could give rise to tensions as to how to deliver it. 
Unless all of the important key players, i.e. from nursery staff right through to inspectors, fully understood the principles of the Foundation Phase then it would be difficult to successfully implement, and this was partly due to the rapid increase in staff to meet delivery. The roll out of the Foundation Phase was poor in parts, across Wales, where there was a lack of agreement on its implementation. This led to head teachers and leaders deciding for themselves how to implement it and the outcomes of this were variable, depending on individual background. A failure, from some, to understand how young children learn through play led to ‘watering-down’ of effective practice in both funded non-maintained schools and maintained schools. Where schools failed to understand how the Foundation Phase was intended to be structured, classrooms became chaotic with free play for all and confidence in the Phase floundered. This led to a pendulum effect where schools went back to their previous more formal processes in an effort to keep standards up (Welsh Government, 2014). 
Due to previous styles of education, moving to the Foundation Phase pedagogy involved a complete change in approach for many schools, changing well established philosophies. Previously, many non-maintained settings rarely included progress tracking or planned play, which represented a large change. In older children’s settings, failure to establish the Foundation Phase successfully led schools to return to previous more formal approaches (the pendulum effect mentioned before). It was clear that to ensure success of the Foundation Phase effective training and support of staff needed to be given. This whole process must have led to many staff members becoming very stressed, with their confidence being knocked within their job role. People who want to work with children should be sure that they understand how to structure children’s experiences and opportunities, and ensure the environment is equipped for learning enhancement (Welsh Government, page 24, 2014). 
In 2017, schools, teachers and other education experts started working together to create a new curriculum: the New Curriculum for Wales. Practitioners focussed on well-being and progress of learning, with teachers having more flexibility to use their professional skills to help the children develop. There are now four defined aims as to what the purpose of education in Wales should be so that there is support for learners to become:
1. Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
2. Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
3. Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
4. Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2022). 
There are six areas of Learning and Experience, and specific subjects will still be delivered but how this will be done will be up to schools to decide. The six areas are: expressive arts, health and well-being, humanities, languages, literacy and communication, mathematics and numeracy and science and technology. Welsh history, the histories and diversities of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic people will be statutory. Relationship and Sexuality Education, developmentally appropriate, will also be part of the curriculum, including education on how to keep safe (online too), being healthy and confident and able to discuss issues with adults who are responsible (Welsh Government, 2022). 
The New Curriculum for Wales is aiming for a new framework for children to learn from in Wales, and this would therefore give each school in Wales the opportunity to express permission to design a curriculum for the needs of each individual unique child. Every school is different, and every school has different children in it, therefore they should all have equal opportunities and space to learn at their own pace. 




Section two – the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, evaluating methods of assessment, progress tracking and age-related development models within play-based curricula.
Following the Donaldson report in 2015 (Successful Futures -Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales), sixty-eight recommendations were made for the establishment of a new curriculum in Wales.  Central to these recommendations were that “the school curriculum in Wales should be defined as including all of the learning experiences and assessment activities planned in pursuit of agreed purposes of education. The school curriculum should be designed to help all children and young people to develop in relation to clear and agreed purposes. The purposes should be constructed so that they can directly influence decisions about curriculum, pedagogy and assessment”. It stated that the four aims, listed in section 1, should be of focus (Donaldson, 2015).
This new curriculum for Wales came into place from 1st September 2022 for all children between the ages of 3 and 16. The Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY, 2024) recognises that this brings a holistic approach to education with children at the core. It accepts that children have a need and right to play, that they should have a valued voice and most importantly of all, that each child is unique. 
Some practitioners expect all children to be able to complete the same tasks in a classroom because they are in the same age range. Every child, however, develops differently and learns at a different speed. According to Worcestershire County Council, (2023), to develop and formulate all early year’s practice, one of the four principles for guidance should be the unique child. According to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) “every child is a unique child who is constantly learning and who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured".
However good the intentions of a new curriculum, or how well researched it may be, and regardless of its’ intent to recognise the unique child, its’ effectiveness can be only gauged by appropriate assessment. Ultimately, whilst addressing the needs of the unique child, it is hoped that overall outcomes for school leavers can be improved.
According to Early Years Matters, (2023), every child is unique and constantly learning. They have the potential to be resilient, self-assured, confident and capable, and will develop in their own individual ways at their own pace. To be inclusive all communities and individuals need to be valued. Practitioners need to ensure that there is no discrimination, protecting the well-being of the children so that they can develop resilience in a safe environment. Each child should have equal opportunities within each setting.
“Every child is born with his/her own unique temperament of style of behaviour” according to University of Wisconsin, (2023). Their individual temperaments are composed of multiple traits including activity level, adaptability and sensitivity and these, in turn, affect how the child reacts to the world around them and to the adults within their lives. 
According to the Foundation Phase Framework, (page 6, 2015) “Children acquire and develop skills at different rates and must be allowed to develop at their own unique, individual pace. As children learn new skills, they should be given opportunities to practise them in different situations, to reflect on and evaluate their work. In all aspects of their development, children’s own work should be respected, valued and encouraged for its originality and honesty”.  
Understanding the many facets of what makes a child unique, and how they learn, must be at the forefront of all assessments so that it does not impinge on the respect that the children have for their own work. How fair are the assessments and how easily can they be applied when considering the different rates of development? Not all children can be expected to produce the same assessment results, even if they are in the same age range.
According to Gray Group International, (2023) conducting assessments with the early years provides valuable insights into children’s learning preferences and strengths and shows areas for improvement. The information practitioners obtain from these assessments enables them, and parents, to get specific essentials for the children to get the best possible learning outcomes and individual development. Assessments within the early years encourages the best possible communication between the three key players – the practitioners, the parents and the children. The parents of the children are benefitted by being able to gain a deeper understanding of their child’s abilities, progress and interests. This can help to develop a closer bond between the parent and the child. 
The Foundation Phase Outcomes (bronze, silver, gold, and outcomes one-six) support the statutory teacher assessment at the end of the phase. It takes a best fit approach having considered evidence from a wide range of assessments, including observations and discussions that have taken place during the Phase. The reporting covers personal and social development, well-being, and cultural diversity; language, literacy, and communications skills; mathematical development. The best-fit, rounded judgement should be based on child performance in a range of contexts and consider the child’s different strengths and weaknesses (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).   
The Foundation Phase Outcome framework is complex, to say the least, and to report at end of the Phase requires much logged information across the report areas over a long period. Whilst parents receive end of Phase statutory reports, based on this assessment, interim reports detailing smaller time-chunk development is determined by schools. There does not appear to be one common statutory prescription for this, and I would think that this leads to significant differences across Wales. Even end of Phase assessments will differ from school to school as judged by different practitioners. Initial teacher training and continued professional development are essential to ensure a collective understanding of the outcome levels. There is no common assessment package other than the NFER (National Foundation for Educational Research) tests available at the end of years 1 and 2. Whilst these represent standardised tests that could be used in all schools, they do not consider the individuality of the child and how they may perform in a test situation, for example by being particularly stressed. They do not, therefore, necessarily present an accurate assessment. 
[bookmark: _Int_0z147kvL]As well as informing parents, and allowing practitioners to further plan, early childhood assessment enables early identification of special needs. Having detected possible difficulties, closer monitoring of progress can enable appropriate interventions to be put into place. For example, early identification of language difficulties could lead to speech therapy. This would help all concerned adults, including parents, better understand the needs of the child and to get the appropriate support for them, hopefully improving future outcomes (Gray Group International, 2023).
As well as the positives there are also negatives with assessments. Assessments take a lot of time, effort, and consideration and this takes a lot of planning for the practitioners to prepare. Children should be having play-based learning, and the practitioners should be interacting with the child through play: this is a negative for the practitioner and for the children. Children should be settling into a new setting, not being assessed. Assessments are also difficult to set up and to deliver and practitioners especially struggle where there is a class with a lot of children in it. If the practitioner is assessing in a busy area the child is likely to get distracted – usually the assessments take place in the classroom with all the other children present. Therefore, it is not a fair assessment either way. Judging what has been learned is not always evident from looking at products. 
Early years experts in England (The British Association for Early Childhood Education, 2021), linked specifically to baseline testing, agreed that testing could be damaging, and this could run the risk of labelling children early in their school life having been influenced by how they perform during tests. 
Research into assessment practices in the Foundation Phase by the Welsh Government, (2022) showed that practitioners felt there was positivity in being able to carry out many baseline and end-of-phase assessments through observations. However, some skills, not easy to assess through play had to be set up at desks as specific tasks. They felt that some of the skills were so complex that this was the only way to assess, particularly with older children within the phase, and due to time pressures. It was considered that assessment data was most useful in enabling them to plan for future years, as the data identified gaps in skills across the whole class. One particular outcome was that practitioners felt that paper tests were not as beneficial for the learner as online tests, which enabled children to treat them as quizzes instead. High achieving learners, however, were found to become more stressed when faced with challenging questions and the significance of the assessments had to be minimised to reduce this worry. A small number of practitioners said that they thought any assessment that was formalised was incompatible with the underlying principles of the Foundation Phase. 
[bookmark: _Int_UfdWtVIC]With children in early years, it is difficult to collect and show all the evidence that demonstrates that the curriculum has been delivered. Some schools take photographic evidence of children’s work and upload to share with parents too. Within nursery settings, children have not developed writing skills and therefore have less tangible evidence. Many activities in early years settings encourage the children to undertake play based activities outside but that is largely weather dependent. Having a classroom, and outside area, however, where learning is play based, encourages the child to be unique and individual. These unique children are supported by allowing them to decide for themselves if they want to play, how to play and how to engage with other children. 
The new curriculum focuses on more essential skills and topics for children, aiming to provide a better outcome and experience for them. Many interviewed practitioners thought that the Foundation Phase was having a positive impact on children and learning. "Schools will be empowered to design their own curriculum tailored to each individual learner’s needs, while supporting their wellbeing. Every pupil will benefit from learning that supports them to become confident and creative, with the life skills and knowledge needed to help them reach their potential” (Welsh Government, 2022).
In conclusion, there are positive and negative outcomes to doing assessments, whilst acknowledging that they do have to be done. They are crucial in enabling children’s learning and development to be enhanced and can identify special needs or difficulties at an early age. Both parents and educators can create a supportive and enriched environment, maximising a child’s potential and setting them up for future success, when assessment results are used effectively. Assessments do not define a child and recognise that every child learns at a different pace. 




Section three – ‘Becci's blog’– What you should consider when implementing a play-based curriculum.
Play-based learning is encouraged within early years settings in the new curriculum for Wales. This has many positive aims, such as to develop ambitious, capable learners, to prepare children ready to learn throughout their lives, for children to be as creative as possible, for them to be ethically aware and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, page 4, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_OkgLR9nv]Practitioners provide the crucial role of pedagogue. Within an academic subject, or theoretical concept, pedagogy is the practice and method of teaching. Within early years settings, teaching is not taken as a necessarily formal way of working. Practices include multiple interactions with the children during child-led play and planned activities. Other interactions include “communicating and modelling language, showing, explaining, demonstrating, exploring ideas, encouraging, questioning, recalling, providing a narrative for what they are doing, facilitating and setting challenges”.  The way in which practitioners assess is critical in monitoring progress and planning future learning steps (Early Education, 2023).
A key role in the practice of pedagogy is observation, to give the practitioner a better understanding of the child. Thorough understanding of child development needs to be central. A wide range of strategies to observe will gather a more detailed and comprehensive understanding of the child. This will help to build a clearer picture of the skills, competencies, emotional states, friendships, and levels of involvement of the individual child. If done correctly, practitioners can respond in ways to develop progress and provide a better learning experience (Welsh Government, page 37, 2022).
In a nursery setting, for example, there are many different things to consider when putting together a play-based environment. The adult practitioners play an essential role in making sure that children are using equipment correctly and safely. Although, by definition, free play is child-led, there is still a place for play-led learning to facilitate further exploration by the child. It is critical that children feel secure by being in an environment that is both physically and psychologically suitable. Feedback that is responsive and sensitive from the adults involved is critical in providing child security and development without trauma and negative self-esteem (Santer, no date found).
“Play is the work of the child,” said Maria Montessori. Children are learning and advancing all the time through the social interactions they make, the games they play and the things they make. They are testing and retrying theories constantly, without realising it, exploring, building, and rebuilding all the time (Inspired Montessori Living, 2024). 
Bearing the above in mind, where then do adults fit into this ‘work’? According to Michigan State University, (2023), there are many different things an adult can do to help the child attain their best and a lot of it comes down to successful planning, ensuring that the environment is appropriate and fun. Normal play can then be enhanced, helping the children to become more independent. A wide range of activities gives children choice and furthers their independence. They can lead their own learning and develop experiences based on their own interests and abilities. By engaging with children during play, adults support the child and can extend what they are doing. The child learns that they are supported and respected in their decision-making during play. They feel valued. Just being there can validate the efforts they are making. Active involvement of the practitioners also helps to prevent problems by being able to intervene, if necessary, in a scenario where a child may need help. This should be done, however, remembering that children need to practice conflict resolution and problem solving independently too, to develop. Some children find it difficult to interact with others and appear lonely: adults could step in here too, for example, to act as a role model. 
[bookmark: _Int_Uhe48yYe]Review of play provides critical information about the child, helping the practitioner extend learning and develop current activities. This can be done through observation, as well as listening to what the children have to say in discussions. The review can reveal the enjoyment and effectiveness of the activity from the child’s perspective. Done properly, the child can be understood in depth – you can really get to know them. Knowing them well enables the practitioner to make meaningful plans that build on the needs of the child, address any issues and enhance their learning through play. The child can be helped to grow and learn. “You have the power to help your child unlock the power of play” (Michigan State University, 2023). 
There are many positive aspects to play-based learning. Focussing on an individual child’s progress by acknowledging their own uniqueness will hopefully address the aims in developing confident, life-long learners. Assessment brings its own set of difficulties to overcome in ensuring parity across early years settings and ensuring that there is common understanding amongst practitioners, all the time trying not to impinge on a child’s self-esteem. The importance of health and well-being is paramount for a child to develop and become an active and successful member of the adult community. Whether the standards in academic areas such as mathematics, literacy and science improve as a result of the new curricula, however, will take many years of ongoing research to determine.
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