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Early Years Curricula
Section 1
[bookmark: _Int_o1vpxEZe]Play-based learning has become a cornerstone in early years education. It is celebrated for its potential to foster holistic development. This critical analysis explores the implementation of play-based early years curricula, examining evaluative research evidence and reports to discover its impact on cognitive, social, emotional, and physical aspects in young children. Focus is given to the changes that Wales can learn from the Early Years Curricula and draws upon sources such as "International Perspectives on Early Years," the "Curriculum for Wales 2022," "Achieving the New Curriculum for Wales," and the "Te Whāriki" early childhood curriculum to inform recommendations for improvement.
Numerous studies underscore the cognitive benefits of play-based learning. Guha & Martin (2016) note that play facilitates problem solving skills, creativity, and critical thinking. The fluid, open-ended nature of play allows children to experiment, make choices, and apply their knowledge in a context that is both enjoyable and educational. This is further supported by Burgen (2002) who endorses the idea that play, when properly harnessed in curricula, contributes significantly to the cognitive development of young learners. 
The theoretical foundations of play-based learning are deeply rooted in prominent developmental theories. Piaget (n.d.) argued that play is an essential mechanism for cognitive development, while Vygotsky (1978) emphasised its role in scaffolding social and cultural understanding. These theories underscore the importance of play as a multi- faceted tool that supports various aspects of a child’s growth. 
While the benefits of play-based learning are apparent, the road to effective implementation is fraught with challenges. Van Oers (2015) shed light on resource constraints, teacher resistance, and the lack of standardised assessments for play-based approaches. These challenges necessitate a nuanced understanding of the complexities involved in transitioning from more traditional educational models to play-centric curricula. 
[bookmark: _Int_eLav6FOI][bookmark: _Int_fOYeQtHK][bookmark: _Int_SbUnck12][bookmark: _Int_6gSygQlX][bookmark: _Int_ttKM2HW7][bookmark: _Int_1IgrgJnD]According to research undertaken by the Welsh Government (2014) it can be determined that, in order to implement play-based pedagogy, recommendations are made for educators to undertake training to gain more in-depth knowledge of the subject. Furthermore, Welsh Government, (2015) states that a follow up of training needs to be routinely visited for the practitioners, within the school, to support implementation. Furthermore, it is asserted that practitioners believe that the foundation phase has led to improvements in literacy and numeracy, which is having a positive impact on children and their overall holistic development (Welsh Government, 2015).  Additionally, all practitioners must be made aware of findings in order to highlight positive and negative experiences. This is so improvement can be made by those implementing it. To illustrate this point, research cited in Play Learn Grow (2008) indicates that time should be made for all to engage in reflective practice. This leads to a greater understanding of child development and the learning process. Sharing good practice and reflecting on up-to-date educational research is a valuable part of all professional development, as this can then enhance the pedagogical knowledge, skills and understanding of each practitioner. 
Teachers play a fundamental role in the implementation of play-based curricula. Stipek and Byler (2004) research emphasise the need for teacher involvement, arguing that positive teacher attitudes towards play are integral to successful implementation. Continuous professional development is key to equipping educators with the tools to facilitate purposeful play that aligns with curriculum goals. Stipek and Byler imply that, “There is paradigm shift in teacher training programs, emphasising the pedagogical nuances of play-based learning.” (Stipek and Byler, 2004). 
Evaluative research consistently points to the positive impact of play-based learning on social and emotional development. Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2008) meta-analysis reveals that children engaged in play-based curricula exhibit heightened levels of language development and social competence. Play serves as a natural avenue for children to develop emotional regulation, empathy, and interpersonal skills. This dual focus on cognitive and socio-emotional development aligns with the holistic goals of early years education. According to Parker, Thomsen, and Berry (2022) we can determine that these holistic goals are developmentally appropriate and demonstrate an innate curiosity. These goals support and focus on children’s overall well-being, help connect to the natural world and to understand concepts instead of intricate details.
Parental perceptions and involvement play a pivotal role in the success of play-based learning. Epstein et al. (2016) highlight the positive impact of active parental engagement in play activities on children’s socio-emotional development. However, Yogman et al. (2018) states that, “misconceptions about the educational value of play persist among some parents...bridging this gap requires educational initiatives that inform parents about the integral role of play in their child’s development.” (Yogman et al., 2018). Furthermore, Estyn, (2019) emphasises the importance of play, by allowing children to learn through first-hand experimental activities with ‘play’ being the centre of their learning. It is recognises that, through play, children play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions. 
[bookmark: _Int_bpTqbF33]An often-overlooked strength of play-based learning is its inherent inclusivity. Play creates as sense of belonging among children from diverse backgrounds and those with special educational needs as supported by research undertaken by Dockett and Perry (2019). They assert that, “play provides a universal language, transcending cultural and linguistic barriers.” (Dockett and Perry, 2019). This commitment to inclusivity is in accordance with the principles of fairness and diversity, fostering a setting where every child can flourish.
Policy decisions significantly shape the landscape of early childhood education. Jones and Reynolds (2017) argue for supportive policies that prioritise play-based approaches. Policymakers must reconsider assessment methods and standardised testing to accommodate the unique characteristics of play-based learning. Collaboration between educators, parents, and policymakers is essential to create an environment conducive to play-based education. However, (Lambert, n.d.) suggests there needs to be resources that reflect diverse cultures to be as inclusive as possible and adapted. To follow on from this, (Murphy et al, 2021) states that with a strong educator-parent relationship in place, it will boost children’s academic and socio-emotional skill development. The Department for Education (DoE 2023) suggests that collaboration is a skill that can be learned and practiced with schools. Collaboration learning approaches positively impact academic achievement, social skills, and motivation, for example, providing clear instructions and feedback for group work. Collaboration learning can be made easier when everyone is involved, and everyone builds trust and inclusivity. 
The new Welsh Curriculum has been shaped from the best ideas around the world (ITV News, 2021). Early years education plays a crucial role in laying the foundation for lifelong learning and development. As Wales strives to refine its educational practices, it can glean valuable insights from international perspectives on early years curricula. From an international perspective, Wales can learn from the Early Years Curricula and draws upon sources such as "International Perspectives on Early Years," the "Curriculum for Wales 2022," "Achieving the New Curriculum for Wales," and the "Te Whāriki" early childhood curriculum to inform recommendations for improvement.
One significant lesson Wales can learn from international approaches is the adoption of holistic and child-centered approaches to early years education. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) emphasises a shift towards a more holistic view of education, aligning with the principles of Te Whāriki, the early childhood curriculum of New Zealand (Curriculum for Wales, 2022). Te Whāriki is renowned for its focus on fostering children's holistic development, incorporating principles such as well-being, belonging, exploration, communication, and contribution (Te Whāriki, Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2017). By embracing similar principles, Wales can ensure that its early years curriculum addresses the diverse needs of young learners, nurturing their overall development.
Another key aspect that Wales can learn from international curricula is the importance of play-based learning. The Te Whāriki curriculum places a significant emphasis on play as a medium for children's learning and development (Ministry of Education, 2017). Research supports this approach, indicating that play-based learning contributes to cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development in young children (International Perspectives on Early Years, 2019). Incorporating more play-based learning strategies into the early year's curriculum can create an environment where children actively engage in meaningful activities, fostering their curiosity, creativity, and critical thinking skills (OECED, 2020). Furthermore, Wales can benefit from international approaches in promoting cultural responsiveness and inclusivity in the early years of education. The Te Whāriki Curriculum emphasises the recognition and inclusion of the cultural identity of each child, fostering a sense of belonging and respect for diversity (Ministry of Education, 2017). This aligns with the global understanding that early year's education should be culturally sensitive and inclusive (International Perspectives on Early Years, 2019). By incorporating such principles, Wales can create an early year's curriculum that respects and celebrates the diversity of its young learners, promoting an environment where all children feel valued and supported in their learning journey.
In conclusion, play-based early years curricula underscore its potential as a transformative approach to education. Cognitive, social, and emotional benefits align with the holistic goals of early childhood education. However, the path to effective implementation is not without its challenges; it requires a multi-faceted approach that involves teacher training, parental education, and supportive policies. The evidence suggests that play, when strategically integrated into curricula, stands as a powerful catalyst for comprehensive and joyful learning and experiences. 
Wales has much to gain from examining international perspectives on early years education and incorporating relevant insights into its curriculum development. By embracing holistic and child-centered approaches, promoting play-based learning, and prioritising cultural responsiveness and inclusivity, Wales can enhance the quality of early years education and better meet the needs of its young learners. Through collaborative efforts and a commitment to continuous improvement, Wales can create a more enriching and supportive educational experience for all children in their early years.

Section 2
The Department for Education (2023) underpins the concept of the Unique Child approach and is central to contemporary educational frameworks, highlighting the individuality and diverse developmental pathways of each learner. Play-based curricula have gained prominence as an effective approach to early childhood education, aligning with the recognition of the Unique Child (Department for Education, 2023). This essay critically evaluates methods of assessment, progress tracking, and age or stage-related development models within play-based curricula, examining their strengths, limitations, and implications for fostering holistic development.
 
The Unique Child approach underscores the idea that every child is an individual with distinct needs, preferences, and abilities says the Department for Education (2023). This perspective recognises the importance of tailoring educational experiences to each child's unique characteristics and learning styles. The Education Endowment Foundation (2023) suggests that in the context of play-based curricula, this approach endorses the belief that play serves as a natural medium through which children can explore and express their individuality.

Bergen (2018) reiterates the importance of observation within a play-based curricula, Bergan (2018) suggests that there is the need to monitor progress, which means there must be some form of assessment, but Bergan (2018) states that the way in which this is done can create challenges. Bergen (2018) states that formative assessment strategies, such as observation and documentation, are commonly used to gain insights into a child's developmental progress during play. Observations allow educators to understand a child's interests, social interactions, and problem-solving skills, providing a rich source of information on their unique development (Bergen, 2018). However, challenges arise when attempting to translate these observations into measurable outcomes (Broström, 2017). Broström (2017) also implies that quantifying play-based learning often involves subjective judgments, potentially compromising the reliability and validity of assessment results. Moreover, Cremin (2022) determines that the pressure to align assessments with standardized benchmarks may conflict with the principles of play-based learning, where the emphasis is on the process rather than predetermined outcomes. A key principle of play-based curricula is the concept that learning can be achieved in different ways depending on the individual learner (Cremin, 2022). This means that assessment can be difficult because there is variety in the way in which outcomes are achieved, making measurement processes hard to establish (Cremin, 2022).

According to research from Gov.uk (2023), we can determine that every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning, and who can be confident, capable, and self-assured.  Ongoing assessment, also known as formative assessment, is an integral part of development and learning says Bergen (2018). This provides all practitioners who encounter a child with an understanding of them says Gov.uk (2023). It helps practitioners to know their interests and what they know and can do. This will allow practitioners to shape their teaching and learning for each unique child reflecting on that knowledge (Gov.uk, 2023). Assessment plays a vital role in helping all parents, carers and practitioners to recognise children’s progress, plan activities and support and understand their needs (Gov.uk, 2023).  

Progress tracking in play-based curricula involves continuous observations and documentation to create an overall picture of a child's development over time says Lester & Russell (2018). The use of portfolios, learning journals, and multimedia documentation tools can capture the dynamic nature of play-based learning (Lester & Russell, 2018). These not only provide a tangible record of a child's achievements, but also promote dialogues between educators, parents, and the child says Yelland & Danby (2018). However, the challenge lies in finding a balance between qualitative and quantitative data. While portfolios and journals offer rich qualitative insights, there is a growing demand for measurable indicators of progress, often driven by external accountability measures (Yelland & Danby, 2018). Striking this balance is crucial to ensuring that progress tracking in play-based curricula remains authentic and aligned with the child's unique developmental journey implies (Bergen, 2018, pp. 27-41). The challenge is keeping the focus on the individual learner so the recording and tracking process does not dominate the practitioner’s workload, removing them from the learning context (Bergen, 2018). Age or stage-related development models are often used in education to guide curriculum planning and assessment practices (National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2022). Renae (2019) stated that in play-based curricula, these models may conflict with the philosophy that every child develops at their own pace. The tension between age/stage-related expectations and the Unique Child perspective raises questions about the appropriateness of such models in play-based settings (Renae, 2019). The UN Convention on the rights of the child, Article 31 states that all children have the right to play, relax and contribute to all activities ............

Bates (2019) suggests that Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) offers a more dynamic alternative to rigid age-related models. By considering what a child can achieve with support, educators can build upon play experiences to facilitate optimal learning (Bodrova & Leong, 2017). The ZPD aligns well with the play-based approach, emphasising the importance of responsive and individualised support for each child's unique developmental needs (Bates, 2019).

Curiously, it has also been recognised within Wales and a Review of the Curriculum and Assessment in Wales is currently underway (Welsh Government, 2013). In the foundation Phase particular attention is being given to the areas of learning of language, literacy and communication, and mathematical development (Welsh Government, 2013). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) (UNCRC) states that the rights outlined in the convention are for all children under the age of 18 as written in Article one (UNCRC, Article 1, 1989). Article thirty-one of the convention should apply to all children of the given age, regardless of sex, religion, language, ethnicity or language without discrimination, no matter what background the child comes from (UNCRC, Article 31, 1989).

In conclusion, the concept of the Unique Child in play-based curricula encourages educators to consider each learner's individuality and tailor educational experiences accordingly. Assessment methods, progress tracking, and age or stage-related development models play critical roles in translating this philosophy into practice. While challenges exist, such as the tension between qualitative and quantitative data, and the conflict between individualised development and standardised benchmarks, a balanced and thoughtful approach can harness the potential of play-based learning to foster holistic development. As we navigate the evolving landscape of early childhood education, it is essential to continually refine our methods and models to meet the unique needs of each child, recognising that the journey of learning is as diverse as the children we aim to nurture.

Section 3

Education Through Outdoor Play
in the Welsh Curriculum
OUTDOOR PLAY: A HIDDEN GEM IN EDUCATION
	
	

	
	


As we navigate the complex landscape of education, a call for transformation echoes through the hallowed halls of classrooms worldwide. Amid this evolution, one aspect remains under-utilised, hiding in plain sight: the great outdoors! The Welsh Curriculum, a beacon of innovation, emphasises the need for experiential learning. This blog dives into the considerations required to implement a play-based curriculum, weaving in the often-overlooked treasure of outdoor play and its potential to revolutionise education.
 
Outdoor Play: A Hidden Gem in Education
 
While the merits of play-based learning are gaining recognition, the potential of outdoor play remains an untapped resource. The Welsh Curriculum, with its emphasis on experiential learning, provides a fertile ground for integrating outdoor play seamlessly into educational practices (Donalson, C, 2015). Nature, with its boundless wonders, becomes an expansive classroom where children can learn, explore, and develop in ways that indoor spaces may not afford (Wales Centre for Outdoor Learning, 2019).
 
Creating a Nature-Infused Learning Landscape
 
The outdoors offers a canvas for creativity, a stage for imaginative play, and a laboratory for scientific exploration. In Wales, the shift towards integrating outdoor play into the curriculum recognises the importance of creating nature-infused learning environments (Welsh Government, 2015). However, the challenge lies in transforming outdoor spaces into vibrant, purposeful settings that ignite curiosity and engage learners. Incorporating elements like natural materials, open-ended play structures, and designated areas for exploration fosters an environment where the beauty of outdoor play can unfold (Perry, 2020).
Teacher Preparation and Changing Perspectives
 
To unlock the potential of outdoor play, there is a need for change in teacher preparation and professional development. Teachers need the skills to facilitate meaningful outdoor experiences that align with the Welsh Curriculum objectives. Training programs should focus not only on the technical aspects of outdoor play but also on instilling a mindset that views nature as a dynamic, ever-evolving educational tool. The goal is to empower educators to seamlessly integrate outdoor play into the curriculum, making it an integral part of the learning journey (Welsh Government, 2015).
The Dance of Nature
 
Outdoor play offers a unique dance between structure and freedom. The Welsh Curriculum acknowledges the importance of planned learning experiences while celebrating the spontaneity that outdoor environments encourage (Donaldson, 2015). Imagine a nature-inspired art corner where children create masterpieces using fallen leaves or a science discovery area where rocks and insects become tools for exploration! Structured learning amidst the freedom of nature creates a harmonious balance that nurtures both intellectual and emotional growth (O'Connor, 2018).
 
Capturing the Essence of Outdoor Play
 
Assessing outdoor play requires a departure from conventional methods. The Welsh approach advocates for authentic assessments that capture the essence of outdoor experiences. Observational assessments, photographs, and reflective journals become tools for documenting the learning journey. This not only provides insights into academic progress but also offers a holistic view of a child's development in the outdoor environment. It is a testament to learning extending far beyond a traditional classroom (Wales Education Commission, 2020).
 
Cultivating a Love for Nature
 
In Wales, the involvement of families and communities is deeply embedded in the educational philosophy (Donaldson, 2015). Engaging parents in the journey of outdoor play is pivotal. Communication becomes a bridge, where educators share the benefits of nature-centric learning and provide insights into planned outdoor activities. Workshops and collaborative events bring families into the fold, fostering a shared understanding of the immense potential that outdoor play holds. Community partnerships with local nature reserves or environmental organisations further enrich outdoor play experiences, creating a seamless connection between the school and the world beyond (Welsh Government, 2015).
 
Advocating for Nature
 
While the benefits of outdoor play are substantial, challenges and resistance may emerge. Safety concerns, logistical constraints, and the perceived conflict with academic rigour are common roadblocks. The Welsh educational system offers a robust framework for navigating these challenges. Open dialogue, collaboration, and showcasing success stories become powerful tools in overcoming resistance. By advocating for the transformative power of nature-centric play, educators can shift perceptions and pave the way for a more holistic educational experience (Welsh Government, 2015).
 
Sustaining and Scaling the Nature-Centric Play Revolution
 
Sustainability and scalability are the cornerstones of any educational reform. To sustain the nature-centric play revolution, schools must invest in the maintenance of outdoor spaces, teacher training, and a culture of environmental stewardship. Scaling the initiative involves sharing success stories, best practices, and research findings within the educational community. Advocacy at regional and national levels is crucial to embedding outdoor play in educational policies and practices (Welsh Government, 2015).
 
Conclusion: A Symphony of Learning in the Great Outdoors
 
[bookmark: _Int_Dcj6qWyy]As we journey through the landscapes of play-based learning, the Welsh Curriculum stands as a testament to the transformative power of outdoor play. Nature becomes the stage where the symphony of learning unfolds, with children as the conductors of their educational journey. By embracing outdoor play, we not only align with the Welsh commitment to experiential learning but also open doors to a world of possibilities where education and nature dance in harmony.
 
It is fitting then, to use the words of writer, marine biologist and conservationist, Rachel Carson:  "If a child is to keep alive their inborn sense of wonder, they need the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with them the joy, excitement, and mystery of the world we live in." (Carson, R. 1907-1964).  Let us, as educators and advocates of outdoor play, be those companions, guiding the next generation on a magical journey through the wonders of the great outdoors.





 
	
	
	



