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Section 1
In this section there will be a critical analysis of the implementation of play based early years curricula, through analysing how to implement a curriculum reform. According to Welsh Government (2020) the Curriculum for Wales Framework includes a feature that requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangements, meaning the Welsh Government are trusting practitioners to be innovative and creative to select content that will allow them to drive improved learning outcomes for their learners. Welsh Government (2020) suggest that practitioners should work with other settings, schools and further education institutes  to have an opportunity to share the understanding of what underpins successful approaches and practices, to develop a shared understanding of the curriculum design to ensure equity across a local area and Wales, and to ensure the learner is at the centre of the transition process and ensuring that the well-being of learners should be an important part of the process. Welsh Government (2020) claim that schools will be required to implement their curriculum and assessment arrangements, that they have designed in advance, from September 2022 for learners up to and including Year 7. 
Welsh Government (2017) states that that the Welsh education system has a three-tier model. The first tier includes the Welsh Government planning and making policies, managing models of accountability within the democratic process and engaging with and supporting all tiers for system improvements. The second tier that includes the four regional consortia, local authorities, Estyn, Qualifications Wales, Educational Workforce Council, examination boards and higher education. All of the organisations within tier two are responsible for using their knowledge of schools and research to support sharing best practice and collaboration to improve learner outcomes. Welsh Government (2017) goes on to say that schools are then responsible for working together to provide the range of experiences for children and professionals to enhance their learning and well-being within the third tier. Welsh Government (2017) claims that some of their key actions towards building a strong foundation to deliver an equal opportunity education system are; to identify a national approach to professional learning so that all teachers benefit from career-long development supported by research and effective collaboration; to deliver a transformational new curriculum that focuses on the four purposes; to reform their teacher training offer and to make the partnership between universities and schools stronger so that they jointly design and run programmes; and so on. Welsh Government (2017) says that instead of simply adapting the existing curriculum, they want to develop a curriculum that will be appropriate to every learner in every classroom. To accomplish the reform, the Welsh Government’s (2017) timeline states that within autumn 2017 they would have developed the framework for the Areas of Learning and Experience, ensured that resources were developed in both English and Welsh at the same time and developed approaches to professional learning to ensure that all schools were able to plan for curriculum change. During autumn 2018, Welsh Government (2017) began to phase-in adaptive personalised assessments to replace paper-based tests; then by Easter 2019 they had planned to make final feedback on the new curriculum and assessment arrangements available for schools; then planned on making the final curriculum by January 2020 and finally by the first of September 2022, the Welsh Government (2017) would ensure that all maintained settings and schools would be using the new curriculum. 
Donaldson (2015) suggests that there is no single best approach to effectivity implement an educational reform and that change strategies are highly culture and context specific, which means that there is a danger of reducing a highly complex matter like an educational reform to oversimplified solutions that do not take into account the nature or complexity of education. He states that Welsh education needs to learn from the lessons from the limitations from past reform and change the strategy that best meets the nature of the Welsh context and its educational culture. Donaldson (2015) comments that the scale of the changes that come with the reform will take time to implement and that those changes should be carefully phased in as part of a comprehensive implementation plan. He takes experience form elsewhere, such as Northern Ireland and Scotland, and suggests a long-term plan as they had been engaged in their reform programme for a decade. Donaldson (2015) claims that all stakeholders and political parties must build a robust basis of support for Wales to achieve the sustained and sustainable approach to change that is necessary and the plan will need to take into account the priorities for early implementation, while ensuring that children and young people who attended school at the time are not forgotten and that there interests and needs are protected at all times. However, Taylor et al. (2016) claims that from reviewing the implementation of the Foundation Phase, they have learned that for the implementation of the new curriculum, there is an importance to ensuring that new staff are fully trained on the new curriculum and that its pedagogical approaches are being encouraged, and that all staff should have an equal level of training which should have appropriate content. Mourshed at al. (2010) states that to implement a reform successfully, changes must be made to the very fabric of the pedagogy system. Gardner and Jones (2016) suggests that the Reggio Emilia approach is effective in motivating students and is successful due to integrating tried and true motivation principles. The main foundation components they claim the Reggio Emilia approach include are having a focus on the child as an active part of the learning process; having respect for the individual child’s role in their own learning process; knowing the importance of the environment in learning; knowing the importance of teacher reflection, documentation and research; the use of the curriculum guided by the children’s interests; the role of the community linked to children’s learning; and having a focus on socially-based project work to ensure children receiving a deeper understanding. Gardner and Jones (2016) claim that the Reggio Emilia approach is successful in basing the approach on the learning environment being led by teachers listening to children’s ideas on a daily basis, instead of the teacher leading a structured timetable of targets. The Ministry of Education (2016) have similar principles within the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zealand. The whariki translates into ‘woven mat’ and is the national curriculum for children from birth to the start of school. They state that settings weave together the principles and the strands of the Te Whariki to create holistic, child-centred, local curriculum. Like the Reggio Emilia approach, the Ministry of Education (2016) explains that the focused principles that underline Te Whariki are the children’s wellbeing, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration which are explored through relationships, family and community, holistic development and empowerment. The Ministry of education (2016) also states that Te Whariki originally drew off the work of ecological theorist Bronfenbrenner, developmental theories of Piaget and Erikson and sociocultural theories of Vygotsky and Bruner and continue to inform their best practice. It says that within their framework, play is an important aspect of their pedagogy for children to try out new roles and identities as they interact with others, and that practitioners needed to be confident within the principles for the curriculum to engage with the children’s learning. Similarly to the Reggio Emilia approach, Donaldson (2015) that the Successful Futures pedagogical principles are key in what is required to promote effective learning and good teaching. These pedagogical principles that promote good teaching and learning include maintaining a consistent focus on the overall purpose of the curriculum; challenging all learners by encouraging them to recognise the importance of sustained effort meeting expectations; using a blend of approaches including direct teaching, and those that promote problem solving, creative and critical thinking; setting tasks and resources that build on previous knowledge and experience; creating authentic contexts for learning, using assessment for learning principles; ranging within and across Areas of Learning and Experience; reinforces Cross-curriculum Responsibilities; encouraging children to take responsibility for their own learning; support  positive relationships and social and emotional development; and finally encouraging collaboration. Donaldson (2015) recommends that having a sound pedagogy will help with the successful implementation of the new curriculum reform and that teachers should apply these pedagogical principles when planning their teaching and learning relating directly to their curriculum purposes. Successful Futures pedagogical principles, like the Te Whariki’s principles, links to Bruner’s scaffolding, as Wheeler (2020) states that Bruner believed that when children begin to learn a new concept, they need support from teachers in a form of active support, and gradually they can become independent in their thinking and form new skills and knowledge. Wheeler (2020) also suggests that this theory was influenced by Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, where children learn best in a social environment. However, Donaldson’s Successful Futures pedagogical principles do not reflect Piaget’s play and cognitive development theory, as Fox (2008) states that Piagetian theory suggests that play does not necessarily result in the formation of new cognitive structure, and that while it allows children to practice things they have previously learned, it does not teach them anything new and that play was just for pleasure. 
Taylor et al. (2016) have also shown concerns over the tension between the use of more child-centred developmental practices whilst at the same time carrying out on a major programme of reforms specifically designed to raise educational standards in schools. They state that the pace of change expected and required for improving pupil attainment means that practitioners have less time to experiment new pedagogical approaches before developing their new curriculum, and practitioners may mistakenly assume that they understand how the new curriculum is meant to be taught. Taylor et al. (2016) point out that practitioners must be aware that policy makers will find it hard to design and deliver a successful education system, and that identifying, understanding and responding to the pedagogy is part of their continuous professional development. They agree that the use of pioneer schools to design and develop the new curriculum for Wales is also critical, as Pilot schools were for the implementation of the Foundation Phase. Overall, to implement a successful reform, the pedagogy and the underlining principles must be the base for everyone involved, and teachers must be guided appropriately and equally to ensure best practice in all schools across Wales.
Section 2
This second section will be a critical evaluation of methods of assessment, progress tracking and age-related development models within play-based curricula, through critically evaluating Estyn’s inspections and current and future assessment arrangements. Donaldson (2018) claims that Estyn’s strengths includes having seventy one percent of all stakeholders, including sixty three percent of school practitioners, saying that Estyn is important for the improvement of quality education in Wales. In fact, he says that governors, parents, higher and further education representatives were more likely to say that Estyn is more important than school practitioners for improving the quality of education. Donaldson (2018) states that Estyn introduced new inspection arrangements that represented a more responsive model of inspection, with the principles that the new arrangements are based on stress the need to adapt a positive mindset, and encourage school staff to see their inspection as a constructive addition to their own development. Another strength of Estyn’s, according to Donaldson (2018) is the emphasis on the learner’s interests and the quality of learning and teaching has been emphasised. Inspectors are expected to tailor their inspections to the context that is being evaluated, and to use a range of tools and approaches to seek out innovative practice and to report on key strengths and weaknesses. He says that there were positive views about Estyn’s role in identifying and sharing best practice from across Wales and promotes this through thematic reports; national and sector stakeholder events; case studies on its website; and through relevant information through its newsletter. Donaldson (2018) claims that schools valued the chance to learn through engaging with inspectors without the pressures of reports. However, Donaldson (2018) also reports that when inspection cycles move away from gaps between inspections, it allowed the timing of inspections to be less predictable, which lead to an uneven pattern of development in schools that were not focusing on their improvement and had shown intense activity just before an inspection was due.  He also suggests that frequent arranged inspections can place unnecessary stress on staff and distract their attention from meeting pupils needs in a process of trying to satisfy the inspectors requirements. 
Estyn (2017) states that within their inspection framework for schools, their inspection areas include looking at the overall standards and progress and the standards and progress of specific groups and skills; the wellbeing and attitudes to learning; the quality of teaching, the learning experience related to the curriculum and the provision for skills; they look at the tracking, monitoring and provision of learning support, the personal development and safeguarding; and finally they inspect the quality and effectiveness of leaders and managers, the self-evaluation process and how to improve planning, the professional learning and the use of resources. Rowlands (no date) claims that Estyn are ensuring that the learners are at the heart of the education and training of Wales through providing a framework that will be flexible enough to apply to all sectors, but also have common aspects to be recognisably consistent.  While developing their new arrangements for the new reform and assessments, Rowlands (no date) say that they have developed a set of guiding principles. These includes Estyn to be more proportionate, to be fit for purpose, to drive improvement, to encourage innovation, to be constructive, be transparent, agile, supportive, affordable, manageable and to be preventative. Rowlands (no date) states that Estyn’s feedback from professionals, parents and policy officials suggested that they had good support towards having a common inspection with a broad representative sample annually, to either keep or reduce the notice period, which is currently four weeks, to keep peer inspectors and to continue with parent and learner questionnaires and to introduce staff and governor questionnaires. Donaldson (2018) suggests that in order to design future inspection models, Estyn should address the four main questions that relate to the reform. He states that these four include what differences are the new curriculum, assessments and implications for pedagogy making to the quality of experience and the standards achieved by children in Wales; what is the extent of teachers being able to exercise the level of decision making due to the reforms; how far is there a real culture of learning, collaboration and self-evaluation in Welsh school education; and is Welsh school education improving as a result of the reforms? According to Donaldson (2018), inspections should evaluate how much the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales are being realised; it should set high expectations in their evaluations; have a focus on the quality of the curriculum on all pupils and evaluate all pupils wellbeing and how they are included in the life and work of the school. He states that inspections should also build confidence and encourage good practice; evaluate and support collaboration and innovation; build capacity for self-evaluation in schools; and collect both quantitative and qualitative evidence. Donaldson (2018) finishes with the point that if Estyn follows this through, it will leave a positive element that signals improvement while assuring parents and stakeholders about the quality of the schools in Wales, and it will assure the government about the impact of policy and the readiness for the reform. Donaldson (2018) states that the new approach for inspections must be a self-improving system where there is reciprocal accountability where both schools and those who set the context for the work of schools have rights and responsibilities, and will need to combine assurance with capacity building for schools, government, local authorities, parents and stakeholders. 
Welsh Government (2015) states that currently Estyn checks a setting or school’s accuracy of their assessments through sampling individual profiles, looking at children’s work and speaking to children, and drawing focus on how the school or setting use the information form the assessments to support learners. They claim that schools assess children through aligning outcomes to the expected ages of development and provide examples of what a child should be able to accomplish at a certain age, which puts children into categories based on their abilities. However, according to Welsh Government (2020) schools must now design new assessment arrangements to link with designing their new curriculum. They say that assessments should be used to create a holistic picture of the learner, including their strengths and their areas of development, and should not be used to make one time judgements of the learners overall achievement at a set age or stage in their development to fit into a criteria. Welsh Government (2020) suggest three main roles an assessment should have to support learner progression. The first is supporting an individual learner on a day to day basis which should focus on their achievements, their areas of improvement and any barriers to their learning when discussing with the learner their next steps required to move their learning forward. This role allows practitioners to meet the daily individual needs of the full range of learners within their classroom. Welsh Government (2020) claims that the second role is to identify, capture and reflect on each individual learner’s progression over time, which allows practitioners to identify and record individual learner’s progression, to understand their journey through different periods of time. Practitioners can then reflect on the learner’s progress and be able to provide feedback on their future learning and can also be a basis for communicating with parents and carers. Finally, Welsh Government (2020) says that the third role is to understand group progress in order to reflect on practice, which should be used to identify strengths and areas of development for both the school curriculum and daily practice. They say that this is an important focus for the school to ensure that their curriculum and teaching and learning are helping raise standards are raising the attainment of children from disadvantaged backgrounds, which takes into consideration the unique child. Welsh Government (2020) adds that schools should use self-evaluation to reflect on how they implement assessment arrangements, and by doing so will enable them to develop their learning and teaching to ensure they are effectively supporting learner progression. They have also made clear that schools should on use target setting to support and improve self-evaluation and planning and must not be used by local authorities to compare schools. Similarly, Jones (2019) states that assessments need to be value-added and child-centred, across all programmes and should be diverse, and should not be comparable in any sense. 
On the other hand, Waters (2016) claims that there are a number of challenges that practitioners will face, including implementing a new wide-range assessment framework and the importance of practitioners supporting and encouraging ‘vulnerable’ children while avoiding negative expectations and stereotypes. She states that if teachers hold a negative bias towards children from socio-economically deprived backgrounds, it will lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy of low attainment from those children. Waters (2016) goes on to say that individuals and schools have access to significant developmental opportunities to engage in critical evaluation of the current practice supported by research evidence. She says that the Welsh Government should support enquiry-based research in the professional development opportunities. Waters (2016) states that this will then support those inspecting the early years sector to understand that children’s development requires them to consider the role of the adult in their learning, the links made between schools and their communities and families, and to consider why some pedagogical approaches are more effective than others. Similarly, the National Education Union (2019) states that planning a completely new curriculum and assessment arrangements could have a negative impact on staff workload which will possibly lead to increased levels of stress and recruitment and retention issues. They also claim that curriculum and assessment planning should not be put in the hands of teachers that have limited non-contact time and resources, and with hardly any support from professional educationalists. As a result, National Education Union (2019) suggests that the Welsh Government should ensure that arrangements are put in place for practitioners to receive intensive training on how to design and develop a curriculum and assessment arrangements, that provide resources and funded learning time during the school day for all staff. To draw this section to a conclusion, the Welsh Government should ensure that Estyn have the appropriate knowledge and training to undertake the new inspections in schools, without comparing each school. And they should also ensure that schools understand the extent of how to develop a successful curriculum and assessment arrangements to promote and support the individual learner’s development journey. 
Section 3
Within this section, I will be writing an academic blog linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum, through considering if a child led play base curriculum would be successful for Welsh education. Gleave and Hamilton (2012) claim that an increase in structured ‘play’ sessions have led to confusion over the nature and meaning of play and state that play is a freely chosen process, where children determine and control the content and intent of their play by following their own instincts, ideas and interests. Gleave and Hamilton (2012) say that play should involve children doing what they desire in their own time, however without support from parents, policy makers and the wider community to make it a priority, children may become denied the freedom and time to act on their natural instincts. A major key for a child led play base curriculum to be successful are the structural elements, which according to Bonetti and Brown (2018) include staff training, staff to child ratios and group size, and state that staff training and continuous professional development are linked with increased positive outcomes for children. They say that the higher level of education the lead teacher possesses, the more effective their teaching is, and found that children who are in a classroom with a teacher who possesses a high level of education, such as a degree, in a low child to staff ratio, engage in more complex play with peers and in more creative activities. However, Bonetti and Brown (2018) state that each one on their own is not sufficient enough to provide a positive outcome for children. Santer et al. (2007) claim that children reveal that the opportunity to play and doing something they want to do instead of doing something that others have given importance to, is what is most important to them. After all, they point out that children are not always consulted when deciding on matters that closely concern them, despite Article 12 of the UNCRC states that parties should ensure that children who are capable of forming their own views have the right to express those views freely in all matters that affect them. According to Santer et al. (2007) the Welsh Assembly’s Play Policy was implemented to meet many commitments, including the involvement of children in the planning of play facilities and to introduce the Foundation Phase with a play led approach to learning. However, there is no mention of a child led approach towards play and the curriculum, only that the Foundation Phase is a child-centred curriculum. 
Jones (2019) claims that during the implementation of the Foundation Phase, there was a considerable increase in classroom practitioners, which was necessary in order to deliver a more engaging, wide ranged, pupil centred approach. However, he says that this has not happened for the implementation of the new curriculum for Wales in 2022. Jones (2019) states that this is a concern as the new curriculum puts emphasis on teacher autonomy and teacher developed content, which will require re-learning or new learning in both technique and content. Jones (2019) continues to say that Estyn points out a lack of confidence and knowledge among teachers, which they state is the main reason behind poor performance, and these issues link back to initial teacher training. Power et al. (2018) also considers that advocates of child-centred education tend to reject unfavourable evidence because the practice that was researched were not actually child-centred. They state that when researching schools that implemented the Foundation Phase, they saw that some schools implemented the child-centre approach more than others, which they confirmed as being an indicator that there were consistently different levels of implementation of the Foundation Phase. From Power et al.’s (2018) evidence, they found that the introduction of child-centred education linked with pupil’s increased well-being and attainment. They concluded that the more child-centred the classroom, the greater the progress. 
To draw this blog to a conclusion, I feel that a child led approach for a play base curriculum would be indeed successful for Welsh education, if it is implemented correctly. However, through considering the amount of training current teachers will have to carry out to process and implement the new curriculum, will the children be the centre of the work, or will teachers be too invested in successfully implementing their schools curriculum, and to meet Estyn’s targets of being confident enough to use this approach. I also consider if it will be a repeat of the Foundation Phase with some schools not being able to carry out the child-centred approach as well as other schools.
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