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[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Int_a6hkGQni]Section 1 
This section will critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports.
The implementation of a play-based curriculum such as The Foundation Phase, was developed by The Welsh Government in 2004, with the intention to provide practical learning opportunities for children of ages 3 to 7 years old, to develop cognitive, creative and imaginative skills through play. Consisting of seven areas of learning, the Foundation Phase Profile, is a key part of The Welsh Government’s Early Years Developmental Assessment Framework (EYDAF), which supports the assessment of a child’s learning and development, throughout their time in the Foundation Phase. Key elements of this profile, consists of supporting practitioners to deliver a challenging and holistic curriculum for all children, including those with additional learning needs; with assessments correlating with those carried out by health professionals. (Welsh Government 2015b).
Evaluative research displays that the implementation of the Foundation Phase, was initially welcomed by the majority of stakeholders and practitioners, with great enthusiasm. Statistics show results from a national survey that was carried out in 2015, which displays that 59% of lead practitioners, 54% of head teachers and 42% of lead practitioners, in both non-maintained and funded settings, were looking forward to the implementation. However, a difference in reflective opinions, states that the evaluation stemmed opposing views, which significantly differed from Foundation Phase staff and teachers; to head teachers, this is due to contrasting views of pedagogical resourcing and understanding, as well as educational priorities (Welsh Government, 2015a). Further evaluative research from Waters (2016) displays that Maynard et al (no date, cited in Waters, 2016), suggests that no evidence of a clear explanation is found for the Foundation Phase’s approach to pedagogy, that practitioners could make use of. However, further findings of the evaluation, displays positive association with the introduction of the Foundation Phase in Wales, and improved outcomes for children, in regard to pupil attainment. 
Donaldson, (cited in Welsh Government, 2015c) conducted a fundamental review of assessment and curriculum arrangements in Wales, including the Foundation Phase, displaying how a more coherent learning basis for teaching, learning and assessment could be achieved through the introduction of ‘progression steps.’ A number of seminars were attended by groups of practitioners in Wales from several schools, where ‘thinking’ was tested and developed: in relation to supporting evidence for the review of the Foundation Phase. Furthermore, the review displays evidence and suggestions from stakeholders to provide continuing support for the Foundation Phase. Feedback from children and young people, displayed that they wanted more learning opportunities, in relation to life skills and general social competencies. Donaldson also suggested that there should be four recommended purposes for the Curriculum for Wales, further stating that future decisions for local and national educational priorities, should underpin all learning and teaching in Wales (Senedd Research, 2022). Moreover, this report appeared to be the driving force for inspiring the new Curriculum for Wales. 
According to United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF 2018), learning through play has relevance to children’s emotional, social and cognitive development. Further benefits of a play-based curriculum, according to The Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy, Play Wales (2002), displays the significant role play has in supporting the growth and development of a child, as they learn and discover different environments and the world around them. Linking with a play-based curriculum, according to this policy, it is the right of the child to be exposed to the freedom of free choice and play. Role play provides children with opportunities to enhance creative and imaginative skills as they utilize independent learning opportunities and choices, which correlates with academic improvement and cognitive development as they learn to problem solve and think of solutions.
Furthermore, positive aspects of the Foundation Phase Profile, includes encouraging practitioners to utilise learning spaces such as the outdoors, as outdoor learning and play, provides risk benefits as well as promoting health and wellbeing (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). However, there are challenges that may impact a play-based curriculum, which consist of environmental factors such as locations of schools and structures of buildings, as not every school will have the facilities to assist play activities; especially for children with additional learning needs and disabilities, or have outdoor learning spaces, due to budgets. Many schools are located near parks, which practitioners could plan, and risk assess should they need to relocate to bigger spaces, however, should this not be the case, children will miss the learning opportunities which are advised by the profile due to these challenges. Staff meetings can be useful for the discussions and concerns such as adapting spaces and classrooms to facilitate play-based learning, although it will depend on the school’s individual budget and funding.
 As advised under Recommendation 18 of the Evaluating of the Foundation Phase Final Report (Welsh Government 2015a), non-maintained settings and schools, should be allowed to flexibly utilise capital budgets, when researching and undertaking building developments. An example of this displays how capital budgets can also be utilised to provide better provision of transport, expanding learning environments, and establishing effective partnerships with business organisations which can support and encourage greater outdoor learning spaces and improved environments. This will result in better outdoor learning provision and benefits for the children. 
[bookmark: _Int_64NpGdGg][bookmark: _Int_HvFFVL50]Moreover, in accordance to Estyn (2011), there are many staff members in a minority of school settings, that are unaware of the practice and principles of the Foundation Phase and whether it is effectively implemented, due to a lack of evaluation from practitioners and leaders, and little knowledge on up-to-date policies and procedures of the setting. Therefore, this can impact the level of teaching and prevent children from learning opportunities to enhance their reading and literacy skills. This can be improved with regular staff training, which will enhance knowledge of the curriculum and will provide several benefits to the structure of planning. Careful planning is essential for play to effectively benefit the implementation of the Foundation Phase. This curriculum defines play as a child’s active involvement with their learning, therefore, the importance of practitioners providing plenty of learning opportunities for children to learn through play, will display several benefits to their development. This can be achieved through research, training and observations, to support of the areas of provision. (Estyn 2010).
Further evaluative research suggests that training is valuable to the curriculum, as it can help practitioners understand the curriculum guidance and the requirements needed to facilitate learning. Staff absences and budgets can have detrimental effects to planning and delivering of the curriculum. as the ratios will be affected for carrying out activities. Low funding can limit the amount of training courses available to staff or prevent all staff receiving training in certain areas, due to limited spaces and costs. As previously mentioned, a play-based curriculum provides several benefits to children’s learning and development, and these factors can impact and prevent learning opportunities for children (Welsh Government 2015a). Welsh Government (2014) elaborates on this matter, displaying how many teachers during the stocktake, expressed concerns over Teaching Assistants being diverted to other tasks such as interventions and not receiving the correct guidance and training; to support children’s learning.
[bookmark: _Int_XLi5lyej]Nevertheless, in order to be able to deliver a play-based curriculum, practitioners will need training in areas such as such as essential skills, including literacy and numeracy, as well as safeguarding and up to date training on school policies and procedures. Additional ratio and staffing issues in schools in Wales, results in reduced learning opportunities, due to TA’s not being involved in the Foundation Phase implementation; and teachers not having experience or knowledge of delegating their teams, due to little training and a lack of understanding of the Foundation Phase. Estyn (2010) states that there should be training available in evaluating provision and standards for Foundation Phase leaders, Headteachers, and lead practitioners; recommending that the local authorities should introduce practitioners to the National Training Programme, to ensure that better use of training and information is made to support targets and share good practice where most needed. 
Guidance from the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021a) aims for schools to develop their own curriculum, and echoes the effectiveness of planning for enabling, challenging and holistic environments, through a range of activities, including play-based approaches, which will further develop children’s concepts and skills, supporting their academic achievement, as they learn to understand and explore different concepts, measurements, gradients and loose parts. The new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021b) recommends that practitioners plan for activities which can also be achieved at home; this handbook also provides evidence to support parents to encourage their child's development by having a positive effect on their learning. This can be achieved by parents showing great interest in their child’s progression and working in close partnership with practitioners and schools, to support these factors; further aiming to assist in the deliverance of practitioners, developing a more unified learning approach. Play based activities and outdoor learning, can be supported both at home and in educational settings, as further discussed in section 3 of this portfolio. 

Section 2 
This section will consider the concept of the ‘Unique Child,’ critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula.
Early Years Matters (2022) defines every child as a being a ‘unique child’ and believes this definition, further defines a child who can be resilient, confident, self-assured, capable, and continuously learning and discovering new things each day. As practitioners, it is important to be mindful of three aspects when attempting to understand and observe a child’s development, such as, the child’s environment, the child as an individual, and the socioeconomic culture, surrounding the child and their family. (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2012, cited in Children in Wales 2021). Bandura (1977), (cited in First Discoverers, 2021), believed that observation is a part of learning, and that imitation, modelling and observation are central factors of a child’s learning process; his developmental theories of cognitive and behavioural development, suggests that when a child is intrinsically motivated, that is when the best learning occurs.
Elaborating on these learning factors, Bandura also believed that good role models play a significant role in a child’s learning, as part of his social learning theory, which further states that features such as motivation, retention, reproduction, and attention, must always be present for learning to take place. This is supported by Kawulich (2005), who displays how the use of observations assist practitioners and researchers in being able to visually recognise a child’s responses and expressions to activities, which may non-verbally indicate their feelings. Observations also provide practitioners and researchers with opportunities, to determine interactions with others, and to be able to view and determine which strategies and activities work, within the educational setting and outdoor provision. 
Play-based approaches such as The Reggio Emilia Approach (Reggio, no date), displays understanding of how a child’s surroundings and environments can impact their behaviour, as well as the importance of building relationships; elaborating how children are very influential and in order for practitioners to build knowledge on each child and their approach to learning, they should effectively work in close partnership with parents and families. This is supported by Piaget, (no date), who states that a child’s behaviour and action change and develop as they grow, also cognitive abilities are enhance. Reggio Emilia settings observe children through non-verbal cues of communication, as they believe these to be forms of ‘languages’ which children use to communicate just as much as verbal communication, during play and learning activities. Non-verbal cues can indicate to practitioners how a child is feeling, especially children with specific or additional learning needs. This approach further encourages practitioners to recognise non-verbal forms of communication when observing children, to be able to identify these feelings (Reggio, no date). 
The Foundation Phase profile has been developed as a summative assessment tool, which assesses children using formative assessments and observations under progression steps for each age group; whilst supporting practitioners to deliver a holistic and appropriate curriculum for 3- to 7-year-olds; reflecting on children’s development and abilities in key areas (Early Years Wales 2020). Benefits of observing children through play, provide practitioners with evidence of engagement levels, specific behaviour patterns, the friendships which they form and their preferences and triggers. (Welsh Government 2017). Practitioners and teachers are required to complete statutory end of Foundation Phase teacher assessments, including three of the Foundation Phase’s areas of learning. These results are collected and placed in a table of Foundation Phase Outcomes; including evidence on each child’s progression, through all seven areas of learning; although there are no current statutory requirements for the end of nursery or year one, in accordance with Welsh Government (2019). 
Furthermore, as stated, under The Children Act 1989; when observing children, it is important that practitioners ensure that the welfare of each child is paramount and that they meet the developmental needs of the child. (Children’s Rights Wales, no date). Moreover, as stated by The Welsh Assembly Government (2020), observations and assessments, provide practitioners with opportunities to identify the needs of each child as well as their interests, ensuring that help is provided for children with additional learning needs, to highlight their strengths and weaknesses; and to effectively communicate with parents and carers, to inform them of their child’s targets and abilities; to progress through the curriculum. 
Every Child Matters Framework (2017), along with The Foundation Phase Framework, (2015), displays the importance of providing children with a range of suitable resources and free choice; resulting in enhancing levels of engagement and learning; which will assist practitioners when preparing for formative assessments and observations. (Working with Kids, 2017). Several beneficial aspects of using this profile as an observation tool, include the elevated level of comprehension, which focuses on supporting a child’s holistic development. Formative and summative assessments, provide practitioners with knowledge and guidance on their progress and how to support them; whilst allowing practitioners to provide evidence and targets. Therefore, as the child progresses through the Foundation Phase, their profile can be passed on to different settings, in Wales. (Welsh Government, 2017). 
Children with identified additional learning needs (ALN), are continuously observed throughout their time in the setting. These observations are recorded in a file called an IDP or also known as an IEP, which practitioners will prepare and maintain, consisting of individual targets and milestones for each child. This file is then passed on as the child progresses to different classes or settings, throughout the duration of their learning years in Wales (Welsh Government 2008). In September 2022, The New Curriculum for Wales will be introduced, with aims to prepare children and young people up to the age of 16, with crucial skills such as adaptability, creativity, and digital skills, to better prepare them for future job prospects, as the world has evolved to a more digital era (Welsh Government, no date). In contrast to the Foundation Phase Profile, this curriculum will focus on four purposes and will allow more flexibility for educators, as well as nursery staff, for teaching methods and topic choices. It will be compulsory for even nurseries to learn about religious education (daynurseries.co.uk, 2022).
Moreover, consisting of 42 pages, the profile can be time consuming for practitioners, preventing planning time. Furthermore, the profile does not allow for environmental factors and impacts such as weather conditions or individual backgrounds of each child; and how this may affect the child’s behaviour during the observational activities. Therefore, when reading the observation notes, this will not display a true representation, or reflection of the child, as these factors are not required to be mentioned. It is important that assessments reflect the individual development of children, to enable practitioners to identify whether children need extra support for further learning. (Pacey 2016). 
Key areas of observing children for practitioners to familiarise themselves with consists of planning, observations, assessing, participation, behaviour, and attitude, scaffolding with skills and setting up starting points, as identified by Bilton and Crook (2016), who further state that observations allow practitioners to view children's capability levels. In accordance to The Welsh Assembly Government (2020), previous studies indicate that children are more engaged when they perceive learning activities as ‘play’ in contrast to ‘non-play’, as a result, this will provide a more realistic view of the child, as practitioners observe them in a natural state. This is supported by Howard and McInnes (2013), who also believe that observing children through play provides a true reflection of the child. 
In comparison to the Foundation Phase Profile’s and other British curriculums’ assessment methods such as the EYFS in England, international pedagogical learning approaches such as Te Whariki, assess children based on what is possible for them to achieve, in comparison to assessing their development and learning, through pre-set milestones. This approach focuses more on encouraging adults to support children in reaching their potential. Their learning and experiences are documented as a story, which displays a picture of the child’s engagement with activities and relationships (Famly 2020). 
The Montessori Approach, allows children to freely choose when to play, choose an activity, drink, or go outside. When a child is given the choice to freely choose within their environment, that has been prepared with careful planning and consideration, to support their interests; it becomes easier to observe their real interests and developmental urges, which can be supported. In contrast to the previous methods mentioned, as well as the EYFS in England, this approach makes for the child to determine what they should learn and do, as opposed to adults deciding on what the contents of the curriculum should include for their learning and development (Montessori Society AMI (UK) (no date). Montessori (no date, cited in Age of Montessori, 2021), believed that the activity must lie in the phenomenon and that the teacher must feel their position as an observer and understand the capacity to observe and absorb natural phenomena. Therefore, the adult must not interject into a child’s environment and recommends that adults question whether it is necessary to interrupt their play. 
Nevertheless, observations should play an essential role in everyday practice and information should be collated by practitioners, on each child’s achievements and development; as well as the importance of listening to the child through observations which will be undertaken across the Foundation Phase Profile’s seven areas of learning. The quality of asking children questions when observing, has proven to be effective according to previous research. Questions allow children to demonstrate their comprehension and understanding of information; however, it is important that practitioners know when to intervene during the activities, without interrupting their play, as suggested by Welsh Assembly Government (2008).
Every child learns and develops at different rates, as supported by Bringing Up Great Kids (2013), which elaborates on how each child has strengths and vulnerabilities in different areas, and developmental milestones can differ between each child due to varied factors, which is completely normal. Therefore, observational assessments and results will vary from each child from different methods of assessments and learning approaches, due to the uniqueness of the individual.
Welsh Government (2018) provides information on how the Foundation Phase and assessments are conducted in support of their children. The handbook displays evidence of end of Foundation Phase assessments, as well as the main purposes of the profile. Written reports are supplied for parents around once a year, on their child’s progress and opportunities to discuss any concerns with their child’s practitioner can be arranged. Parents are entitled to receive a copy of the governor's annual report as well as their child's as it is their right to know how their children are being observed and assessed within the settings. The feedback from these reports can indicate to parents how well their child is doing, as well as areas for improving and identify whether their child will need additional support. Staff actively supporting children to be a part of their unfamiliar environment, can enhance the child’s experiences and development.
This can be supported by practitioners using effective communication between staff and parents, to record and report any changes in line with the current policies and procedures. (Welsh Government (2017). It is important that staff, ensure that parents and carers are fully informed on childcare practices and routines; and that policies and procedures on confidentiality and privacy are made available to parents in line with CIW (Care Inspectorate Wales) National Minimum Standards, standard 6 (Welsh Government 2016). Permission should always be requested by practitioners to disclose any information to referring agencies for the children who have been identified as having additional learning needs. In support of section 17 of the Children Act (1989).
Section 3 
 How outdoor learning can be integral to a play-based curriculum
[bookmark: _Int_tVRzhmnX]A concept that has been developed from a Scandinavian learning approach since 1993, by a group of students, has inspired the introduction of British forest schools ever since. The Forest Schools Association held its inaugural meeting in 2012, aiming to become the professional body for learning outside the classroom; ensuring that consistent exacting standards are achieved across the country. (Nest in the woods, no date). Evaluative research suggests that the introduction of forest schools has proven to provide unique and educational experiences for children, incorporating outdoor learning environments, with activities which support teachers in delivering sections of the curriculum. Many teachers have provided feedback on the forest school approach to learning, which has proven to have a positive and profound effect on how children relate to their environment and others, as displayed by Forest Research (2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_y6gupMwp]Mind (2022), displays essential information on how the outdoors and being amongst nature, provides several health benefits to both practitioners and children, including both mental and physical; whilst supporting movement, vestibular sense, and proprioception, as supported by Early Years Wales (2018); which further states the importance of how the vestibular system helps with the assistance of a child’s balance, coordination, body awareness and the process of sensory information. 
[bookmark: _Int_F8lEsjPS]As we prepare children for a fast paced digitally competent world, in support of the Digital Competence Framework (Welsh Government, no date); we must ensure that they are exposed to opportunities to explore the very best which nature has to offer and experience the outdoors, come rain, or shine which is why now, more than ever, it is essential to step outside the classroom; as environments can impact a child's well-being. Click here for further reading. https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-for-everyday-living/nature-and-mental-health/how-nature-benefits-mental-health/
[bookmark: _Int_wZQE5P2p]This is echoed by Kids Health (2018) which states that exercise is not only beneficial but enables children to handle emotional challenges as well as physical. The outdoors stimuli will enrich and enhance the learning environment of a child, attributable to variables such as, textures, weather, scents, and sounds, as suggested by The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009), which further discusses the importance and benefits of experiential learning; and how a play-based approach plays a significant role in assisting the well-being of a child. 
[bookmark: _Int_uzGayPV4]Rivkin (2000), discusses the beneficial links between play and academic development; further stating how the exploration of nature can improve a child’s conceptual understanding, as they learn about the purposes of nature, mathematical and scientific links and how to respect their environment. Using metacognitive talk during outdoor learning to support child-led activities and self-directed play, will allow children to think of responses; this links with sustained shared thinking, as supported by Siraj-Blatchford et al (2002), who discuses beneficial links with adults effectively supporting a child’s learning and encouraging problem-solving skills as this will influence a child’s learning and development. According to Smith and Mancy (2018), both group and individual processes, assist in developing collaborative metacognition. Rogers (2006) supports how the intervention of metacognition can enhance academic skills during play, resulting in improved academic progression. 
[bookmark: _Int_4E4ossiW]National Trust (no date) displays a ‘50 things to do before you're 11¾’ activity list, which can be found using this link https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/features/50-things-to-do-before-youre-11--activity-list, consisting mainly of outdoor activities such as finding loose parts, exploring nature, flying a kite, welly walks, climbing trees, and further outdoor activities for children to explore, which are completely free and can be accessible to children from all backgrounds and abilities, which will support the implementation of a play-based curriculum; and also, the four purposes of the new Curriculum for Wales. (Welsh Government, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_YMpgftY6]Outdoor provision will enable children to become ambitious capable learners, through exploring challenging outdoor environments, healthy confident individuals can be achieved through knowledge of physical benefits such as exercise and vegetation that grows outdoors; which can be used as fuel for energy, creative contributors as they can incorporate art into the outdoors, through drawing what they find or using loose parts to create natural art; and finally ethical informed citizens can be fulfilled through gaining knowledge on respecting others and the sustainability of the planet, through recycling and careful consideration for living things. These activities can be carried out by parents and carers as well as practitioners within educational settings. (Welsh Government, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_ThJPU0Lz]There are several natural resources which can assist outdoor play and learning, also known as Loose parts. Children love finding and discovering loose parts as it sparks their curiosity and imagination. Natural resources allow children to connect with nature and provides a sense of equality as children can freely find them during their play, in comparison to listing and bringing toys into school, which other families may not be able to afford; loose parts such as stones, leaves and pinecones, are completely free and can be used as items during their play. Academic benefits of loose parts allow children to repeat schemas, enhance fine and gross motor skills, and encourages them to theoretically thing and problem solve, supporting mathematical development and imaginative thinking, as well as scientific aspects as they explore lifecycles and textures. Linking with outcomes 2 and 4 of the Curriculum for Wales Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_c0kkYKnX]However, Nicholson (1971), believes that variables do not only consist of loose parts, but surpasses open-ended materials, encompassing phenomena, consisting of sounds, gravity, senses, concepts, and worlds. Adults should understand how the outdoors can benefit these senses and assist a child’s learning, by allowing them to freely choose and explore; this will allow them to learn about and manage potential risks of outdoor play as supported by Ouvry (2003). Vygotsky, (1978), believed that play supported by adults, allows children to learn and develop the importance of relationships and social interactions. Learning topics can be linked with outdoor play such as, transport, nature, and cultural events such as Christmas and Easter, incorporating knowledge and understanding of the world.
[bookmark: _Int_A4U32nX4]Adults must effectively risk assess all outdoor learning areas to prevent serious harm. In line with the Foundation Phase profile, the facilitation of holistic learning should be present, which can most definitely be achieved through outdoor play. The safety of each child should be paramount, in line with Children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004. Wales Council for Outdoor Learning (2021) provides resources and information for practitioners, to examine and demonstrate methods of professional development and good practice, relating to outdoor learning. Further information can be found at: https://www.walescouncilforoutdoorlearning.org/quality-outdoor-learning
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