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Part 1- Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports. 
Within Wales, Kingston and Siraj (2017) state that the Welsh Government introduced the Foundation Phase as a part of a strategic reform designed to get the best for the children of Wales, and to also specifically raise basic skills, close the gap of disadvantage, promote the Welsh language and traditions. The Foundation Phase is a play-based curriculum for children in Wales aged 3-7 (Early Years Wales, 2020) and was a move away from a more formal approach in Key Stage 1 as discussed by Waters (2016).

Within the foundation phase, Waters (2016) describes the child as being viewed as inherently curious and active, and that the foundation phase is meant to promote a holistic approach to their learning and development. The Welsh Government (2014) suggests that the Welsh Government made these decisions and changes as the research highlighted the importance of the quality of early childhood education and care, which is why as part of their research the Welsh Government used ideas and philosophies from international play-based curriculums such as Reggio Emilia, Te Whariki and the early years practice in Scandinavia.  The underpinning theory behind these curriculums all come from theorists such as Vygotsky, who Scharer (2017) explains that he believed that play was a very important part of childhood, as it promotes cognitive, social and emotional development, along with Bergen (2018) stating that other theorists such as Froebel, Bruner and Piaget all believed that there was an important role of play based learning in children’s development, which is why these different curriculums have moved towards a play based curriculum. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]When comparing the Foundation Phase with curriculums such as Reggio Emilia, there are both similarities and differences, Reggio Children (2020) have explained that within their curriculum, their settings do not get inspected like the foundation phase does with organisations such as Estyn. This gives Reggio Emilia a higher degree of autonomy in their day-to-day practice meaning that their staff may not feel as pressured to maintain the highest standards, but the way that they work as discussed by Gardner and Jones (2016) is of the highest standard possible. Reggio assessment is not standardised, or target based whereas the Welsh Government (2015) have got standards and targets that the children are required to meet. 
Research from the Stocktake , the Welsh Government (2014) suggested that practitioners felt that the foundation phase curriculum was more supportive to the children’s learning as it was centred and based on a play pedagogy, however research below all suggests that there are some implications and challenges when implementing a  play based curriculum such as the Foundation Phase.

There have been many challenges with the implementation of a play-based curriculum in Wales with one being staff understanding. Taylor et al (2016) emphasised about how the success or the impact that the foundation phase is very dependent on whether it is being implemented fully across schools. In addition to this Kingston and Siraj (2017) state that the foundation phase principles and practices need to be implemented with integrity and understanding, and for this to happen, the foundation phase workers need to understand the curriculum and be confident. However, research suggests that this is not happening consistently, with Waters (2016) stating that within the Welsh Governments guidance on the Foundation Phase, there was no single, clear explanation for the approach and pedagogy of the curriculum that practitioners could use. With Te Whariki, Blaiklock (2010) explains that the curriculum does not say when and how to facilitate learning, therefore it is up to the practitioners to do this. 

This could potentially result in staff misinterpreting the curriculum guidance, which in time could mean that the principles and practices of the foundation phase will not be implemented fully.  Furthermore, McInnes et al. (2013) has suggested that many teachers do not feel comfortable with play and child led activities, and this could be down to a lack of understanding due to there being further support needed to develop and maintain play-based and experiential pedagogies as said by Waters (2016).

In the context of the Foundation Phase Taylor et al (2016) discusses that teachers reported that the guidance and documentation provided was very vague, especially in terms of terminology. Waters (2016) agrees with this as she states that practitioners did find it challenging to identify key terminology such as ‘child initiated’, ‘structured play’ and ‘active learning’. However despite this, the Welsh Government (2014) stated that across Wales they could see that the principles of the foundation phase were being implemented and put into practice effectively. Although it was done in slightly different ways and variably across different age groups as the Welsh Government (2015) explained that within the nursery and reception classes, they seemed to find it easier to implement the play based curriculum, when compared to years one and two who although were implementing it, this was only done to a certain point as they had to prepare the children for the end of Foundation Phase tests. This demonstrates that the curriculum has been able to be implemented however not consistently which could have implications in terms of children rights to high quality education which links in with the UNCRC article 28 that children have a right to learn and go to school (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2021). The Welsh Government (2014) found that schools who did not fully understand the Foundation Phase and how to use the pedagogies linked to learning through play. Therefore some practice resulted in a free-for-all chaotic environment because the understanding of how to structure a learning through play environment was not there, and the therefore this decreased practitioners’ confidence within the Foundation Phase, which resulted in a move back to old, familiar and formal processes of teaching and learning environments.  

Implementation of a new curriculum by practitioners can be influenced by the information and guidance provided by the Welsh Government (2014) stocktake. Taylor et al. (2016) stated that the training and support that was provided by the Welsh Government has been extensive, where they designed and produced training modules along with a number of different guidance materials to support delivery of the Foundation Phase curriculum. However, feedback from The Foundation Phase evaluation, The Welsh Government (2015) suggest that the quality of training was not necessarily appropriate to the needs of practitioners. Waters (2016) stated that practitioners felt challenged to better implement the foundation phase by increasing their theoretical and practical understanding of how children learn and play, but this requires training that is informative and this is something that when implementing the new curriculum the government is going to have to think about carefully, as waters (2016) also says that some training lacked theoretical underpinning and this resulted in mixed and variable quality of practice. 
The Welsh Government (2015) state that the curriculum is all about practitioners understanding, which is something that is vital but is something that they are going to have to consider when implementing the new curriculum for wales in the next coming years. 

Another challenge that had arisen with the implementation of the foundation phase is linked again with the understanding of the Foundation Phase, as Kingston and Siraj (2017) stated that they found a drop in standards in relation to literacy and numeracy in the second year of implementation, and they believed that the reason for this was due to the lack of understanding of the play and experiential pedagogy, and how they do not understand it thoroughly enough to be able to implement this in a way to develop children’s literacy and numeracy development. 
 Although the foundation phase was meant to show a radical departure from the formal, competency-based approach which was associated with the previous key stage one as discussed by Taylor et al. (2016), the Welsh Government (2014) explains how the introduction of literacy and numeracy tests in year two,  seemed to make staff think that this was a governmental move away from the foundation phase philosophy, which is contradicting in what the foundation phase philosophy is, with the play based pedagogy being underpinned by the strongly developmental approach and a detailed statutory curriculum expectations in relation to the outcomes of children in year one and two. 
Waldron (2014) stated how discussions with practitioners about the literacy and numeracy tests suggested that some teachers were afraid to let go of the previous, more formal pedagogies as they felt as though they had to do this to ensure that children performed well in the tests and in addition to this, the Welsh Government (2014) stated that some practitioners felt as though their approach to the foundation phase was evolving, however in order to try and maintain high standards they would introduce formal literacy and numeracy sessions in the mornings, so although they may be practicing some aspects of the foundation phase pedagogy, they are still resulting in using old formal ways, due to the pressure they are under to maintain high standards. 
Despite this, the Welsh Government (2014) suggested that those who were implementing the foundation phase effectively, did recognise the necessity of having these tests towards the end of the foundation phase as they felt that this was an appropriate time to assess children’s achievements. They also reported that they did not see any particular changes in the delivery of the foundation phase as a result of introducing these tests, and Kingston and Siraj (2017) stated that one fifth of schools delivering the foundation phase were achieving effective implementation. However, the schools who were not implementing the foundation phase well, overall there seemed to be no evidence of a reduction in inequalities of attainment across wales as discussed by Taylor et al. (2016). 
Therefore again, looking at this research it is clear that those schools and practitioners who understand the pedagogy and principles of the foundation phase do not see a problem with these test as is said by the Welsh Government (2014), but for the schools who do not have a good understanding, they struggle to stick to the pedagogy as they cannot put it to practice as Waldron (2014) discussed. According to the OECD (2016), Finland’s early years curriculum have no goals or targets at children’s learning, resulting in then not having any tests until the age of sixteen, and instead they promote personal well-being and the focus is on the respect for the child’s individuality which Stakes (no date) discusses. This could be something that the Welsh Government should consider when implementing the new curriculum. 
Funding could be a challenge that schools have had to face when implementing and early years curriculum such as the Foundation Phase which the Welsh Government (2014) talk about. The Welsh Government (2015) state that indoor and outdoor environments that are fun, stimulating, exiting and safe promote children’s development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through first hand experiences, but despite this being something that the Government want, Taylor et al. (2016) discusses that there has been significant concerns over how schools are going to be able to fund new resources or make physical improvements to the learning environments, and that around 43% of headteachers have said that the funding that they have been given is not adequate enough for what is expected of the curriculum. Despite this the Welsh Government (2015) have still emphasised that the outdoor environment should also be used as a resource for children’s learning, but again Taylor et al (2016) discussed that head teachers stated that the existing school infrastructure was something that would need to developed in order to make suitable and safe environments indoor and outdoor, however it would be a significant obstacle to do so due to the funding given not being sufficient. 
In addition to this, when implementing the foundation phase, The Welsh Government (2014)  stocktake report states the Welsh Government direction wanted higher adult to child ratios, therefore within early years settings and reception classes the ratio would be 1:8, and then it would be 1:15 in years one and two. Despite this being better for the children as there would be more opportunity to have one to one time, funding is something that played a big issue in this. Taylor et al. (2016) stated how there was a major lack of funding to meet the required adult to child ratios, and in addition to this, the Welsh Government (2014) discussed that although school’s have had to increase their staffing, the quality of staffing has been a major consequence, as they are hiring less qualified and cheaper staff in order to meet the ratio needed, and in addition to this, this is going against the foundation phase principle and philosophy of having well trained and educated staff which the Welsh Government (2015) say, and as the Welsh Government (2014) says the most important determinant of children’s outcomes is the quality of the teaching staff. 


Part 2- Critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula. 

Assessment is something that is important for early childhood education and Pacey (2017) state that it is important, as assessment of children’s learning and development is something that is paramount to plan for future growth. Within Wales, the New Curriculum is currently being developed, and OECD (No date) state how changing one element such as the pedagogy, will only be useful if other related elements are also changed, which is a reason to why the assessment process is going to be changing in the New Curriculum for Wales. Power et al. (2020) state how in recent international comparisons such as PISA, Wales has done less well than other countries and a lot of children were low performers. Wood (2014) states how there are tensions between the play-based approaches and the structured curriculum goals, and this could be down to practitioners assessing children in too much of a formal way to ensure they are going to meet the expectations of the formal literacy and numeracy tests. 

Within the Foundation Phase curriculum, the Welsh Government (2015) stated that there were some tensions around the way that children were assessed, as this was done through age and ability grouping of pupils, therefore there was a lot of preparation and requirements needed to ensure that pupils were meeting the age and ability grouping. The Welsh Government (2011) state how it is up to schools to decide on how they would like to record the results of the assessments that they undertake, and as the foundation phase pedagogy and the new curriculum are both going to be based on a play based pedagogy as the Welsh Government (2104) says, it would be an idea for the schools to look at different curriculums such as Te Whariki, where the findings of the assessment are put into learning stories as said by the Ministry of Education (1996). Learning stories can be accessed and viewed by children, and they may be able to view and recognise their own capabilities and needs according to the Ministry of Education (1996) and discuss this openly with the practitioner which allows the practitioner to view the child uniquely. 

However, within the New Curriculum for Wales, there is going to be less focus on age and ability related grouping as they are moving towards progression steps. Titley et al. (2020) explains that within each progression step of the learning and experience, the outcomes will be developed as broad expectations, rather than there being a perspective list of knowledge and skills along with age related norms as before. Also with the less focus on age, there will now only be 5 progressions steps in the whole of education for the children, and children will be able to learn through play and also be assessed while playing with McInnes et al. (2013) saying that play is considered to be fundamental to early years development and education. 
Despite this, the likes of different curriculums such as Te Whariki, Montessori and Reggio Emilia do not use anything along the lines of progression steps. 
The Ministry of Education (1996)  explains how within Te Whariki, the individual schools will come up with their own curriculum, where the assessments will take place through learning stories, which is a book with photographs of the children doing different learning activities, and these is how observations are then done by looking back and seeing what the child is capable of achieving. Within the New Curriculum for Wales, the government could look into using something like learning stories as a way of assessing, as Professor Donaldson (2015) stated that he does not just want one big assessment, he wants children to be assessed in a variety of ways. 

Currently with the Foundation Phase, there are formal Literacy and numeracy tests at the end of the Foundation Phase and The Welsh Government (2015) stated that the formality of the literacy and numeracy tests in year two were some sort of signal away from the play philosophy of the foundation phase, and similar to what the Welsh Government (2015) said, Taylor et al. (2016) says teachers introduce formal teaching too soon, and they do this in order to meet the age-related norms which in time would take away the play pedagogy from the foundation phase.
However, there were some mixed responses from practitioners on the importance on these which is discussed by the Welsh Government (2014) and in addition to this, it is currently unknown whether these are going to be continued within the new curriculum. 

In Addition to this, when looking at international curriculums such as Montessori, Hollis Montessori School (2018) state that within Montessori, there are no tests at all, to assess and observe children they just watch and write notes, and look over their notes in order to decide what needs looking over and more learning, and this is their method of assessment. This will be done while the children are playing and sticking to the philosophy of play based curricula. Similar to Montessori, Finland’s national curriculum is deliberately broad and it focuses on children’s individual improvement and advancement, and have no tests until the age of 16 which is explained by SBS News (No Date), therefore this is something that the Welsh Government may want to consider, as are tests at the end of foundation phase really essential, as again when looking at schools in Finland, children do not even start school until the age of seven, therefore they would need to consider  this when deciding on continuing with the literacy and numeracy tests in the new curriculum. 

Professor Donaldson (2015) stated that the new curriculum is designed in a way that will engage the interests of the children, and to be able to know what the unique child’s interests are they need to observe them and this is an ongoing process that should be embedded within the day-to-day practice as explained by the Welsh Government (2020). In comparison to Reggio Emilia, Gardner and Jones (2016) explain that how to observe and assess children, they use discussion, and this helps them to find out what the child is interested in, in order for the practitioners to see how they can support this to further extend their thinking and knowledge. This also allows the Reggio practitioners to get to know the child uniquely, and not just looking at the whole class, but actually having the time to sit and discuss and observe with one child at a time, to get a better understanding of where the child might be in their educational journey. 
Despite this, the Welsh Government (2015) raised some issues with the current Foundation Phase with staff needing more guidance on how to support speaking and listening with the children. If staff do not understand how to fully observe children by having informal discussions with them, then they will not be able to use the ideas from Reggio Emilia, therefore this is something that the Welsh Government could look into more in regard to the New curriculum for Wales. The Welsh Government (2020) emphasise on the importance of active engagement between the learner and the practitioner, and this gives the practitioner an opportunity to concentrate on the child uniquely, and this links in with what Gardner and Jones (2016) talk about the importance of discussion within the Reggio approach to assessing. 

In addition to this, the Welsh Government could also look into following the way that Te Whariki assess and observe by using learning stories, as this would then mean they would have a number of different ways to assess which is what the welsh Government (2019) want by saying that a wide range of different assessment techniques should be used. With the learning stories, the Ministry of Education (1996) state that assessment occurs minute by minute as adults listen, watch and interact with the children as they play and then they take photographs of the children to put into their learning stories, therefore for the Welsh Government to use something like this as a means of assessing, it would allow the practitioners to understand each child individually and to know what they need help on progressing with.  By using the learning stories in New Zealand, it would allow the Welsh Government (2019) focus of which is ensuring that each individual child securely reaches achievement outcomes, before progressing on to the next stage and this is what learning stories would allow practitioners to see. It allows them to see their progress in an informal way. Power et al. (2020) states how within the new curriculum, practitioners need to ensure that they understand that each child’s progression and pace will be different, and this is going to work good if they look at the unique child, and using methods of assessment such as learning stories would allow this to happen. 
In addition to this, Blaiklock (2010) emphasises how Te Whariki allows the child to have individual exploration and reflection with the children, therefore within the New Curriculum for Wales, taking parts such as these out of the New Zealand curriculum would allow them to keep the play pedagogy of the Foundation Phase, as well as helping the practitioners themselves to have a better focus and understanding on identifying each individual learners strengths, achievements and areas that need improvement, Welsh Government (2020). 



















Part 3- Blog: Write a blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implemting play-based curriculum/curriculum changes.

What can the new curriculum for Wales learn from the Foundation Phase’s experience with outdoor learning and play

In recent years within wales there has been an increased aim of children being able to reconnect with nature, which is based on the recognition of being in nature being a good thing, which Leather (2018) states. Davies and Hamilton (2018) emphasize how the benefits to learning and development linked with the outside are so significant that an indoor based education alone is not sufficient enough to fully educate the children.  Currently in Wales, the curriculum being used is the Foundation Phase, and the Welsh Government (2009) emphasise on how the outdoors is the ideal environment for learning which is experiential, as it offers children unique opportunities to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and to take risks. The Philosophy of the Foundation Phase according to Maynard et al. (2013) advocates on experiential, play-based approach to learning with the inclusion of child-initiated activity within the outdoor environment.  Within this environment, it is also somewhere where children can play, run around which is what makes them active, and Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2021) states how article 6 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) state that children have the right to grow up to be healthy.

Ernst (2014) talks on how the importance of natural spaces within learning is not something that is new, and it is something that has been around for a very long time with the idea’s coming from educational theorists such as Froebel and Montessori, with the both thinking that the opportunities that children have within nature being essential for their well-being and development. 
Within the evaluation of the Foundation Phase which was conducted by the Welsh Government (2015), reported that there was a need for a greater understanding of the outdoor environment, not just for teachers but also the management, with Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) stating that how when practitioners do not understand the importance of learning in the outdoors for children, the learning experiences the children have will not be as good and knowledgeable as they should be, and they will lose out on important steps of learning. This is something that the Welsh Government are going to have to consider when implementing the new curriculum, that staff working within the Foundation Phase need to be able to understand the benefits and importance of outdoor play.
When the Foundation Phase was implemented back in 2008 as said by the Welsh Government (2015), Davies and Hamilton (2018) explain how it was meant to be a curriculum that was not about being driven by assessment, but by active and experiential learning and play, with a strong emphasis on using the outdoors, however with an inspection done by Estyn (2011), their research conducted that practitioners do not use the outdoors good enough, in relation to developing children’s skills in their reading, writing and creative development, and this is something that can be linked to the Welsh Government (2014) evaluation of the Foundation Phase, when they claimed that only 34% of teachers used the outdoors daily, and this could be because they do not understand enough how to develop children’s reading, writing and creativity in the outdoors. This is linked to what Ernst (2014) says, that early years practitioners have the tendency to associate outdoor learning with physical and social development and not with the more formal subjects and this is down to staff training. The Welsh Government are going to have to consider providing early years educators with training that is sufficient, knowledgeable and workable to ensure that these problems do not arise within the new curriculum for Wales. 
With the new curriculum, the Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) states that high quality outdoor learning would be beneficial in meeting the four purposes of the new curriculum, which are: 1) ambitious capable learners, 2) enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life, 3) ethical informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world and 4) healthy, confident individuals who are ready. They also say that the outdoor learning should be a natural, integrated and stimulating part of the curriculum, and Cooper (no date) states that a benefit of learning in the outdoors is that it gives children a chance to build a better understanding and appreciation of ecosystems, food systems and environmental focus which links in with the four purposes of the new curriculum for Wales. 
Something that was noted in the Welsh Government (2014) evaluation of the Foundation Phase was that practitioners felt that the weather was something that held them back from planning their lessons outside, with lessons being planned in advance it was hard to predict what the weather was going to be like, and this would be hard to plan lessons if they included technology, or any other lessons in general as a fear that the weather would distract the children, however Leather (2018) states that there was no rush thing as bad weather, only bad clothing, and this is something that the Welsh Government might want to consider when implementing the new curriculum, as if there was funding available for waterproof clothing for children within the Foundation Phase, then staff would maybe be more keen to plan a number of lessons in the outdoors daily, knowing that the children would be clothed appropriately. 

There are many things discussed that the Welsh Government could learn from the Foundation Phase’s implementation of learning in the outdoors, but the main issue is all down to staff understanding which is discussed by a number of people such as Estyn (2011) and also the Welsh Government (2014) evaluation of the Foundation Phase, therefore training and understanding is going to be key if the outdoors is going to implemented and used effectively within the new curriculum. 
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