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Early Years Curricula
Part One: Critically Analyse the Implementation of play-based Early Years Curricula
According to Waters (2016) there is no real explanation or understanding of the word ‘play’, because of this, practitioners are unsure on how to move towards play-based learning. Gleave and Cole-Hamilton (2012) agree as they believe there is an ongoing academic debate on what play really means. Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group (2005), consider that play is an activity that is self-directed by the child and the children can control and control the themes of their play by using their own ideas and interests, which links to Article 3 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child also known as the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) which states that the best interests of the child should be the main priority in all decisions and actions that affect children. Gleave and Cole-Hamilton (2012) explain that whilst children are playing with one another, they form friendships as well as attachments with children and adults and allows them to become independent learners and build their confidence. In line with this, Gardner, and Ward (2000) suggest that play can strengthen parent-child relationships as well as physical activity. However, Armitage (2004) believes that children need to be away from adult supervision when participating in play, as it allows the children to explore the environment on their own and form their own identities and opinions. Jebb, Steer and Holmes (2007) agrees with Armitage (2004), as they also believe that the children’s natural tendency is disregarded by adult supervision as the adults may try and control the situation by stopping children taking risks. In line with this, EDCHAT (2013) clarifes that it is important to allow children to take risks and to lead play as it allows them to express themselves, however, EDCHAT (2013) also explains that if there is an adult within vision of a child, this will help the children feel safer as they know they have the support if they have questions or if something does go wrong. Dodd-Nufrio (2011) also agrees with the idea of child led play like the Reggio Emilia approach. This allows children to be in control of the activities and have the potential to learn and develop in their environment due to the freedom (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011). Outdoor play gives children the experience to learn about the world around them (Ouvry and Furtado, 2019), which links to Gleave and Cole-Hamilton (2012) believing that outdoor environments are essential for children as it has a positive influence on the child’s health, development and needs such as well-being and physical activity. Davies and Hamilton (2016) agree as they explain that even though outdoor learning is not a new perspective, there are a range of benefits for children as they will be having the experience of natural, outdoor learning as well as exploration. However, Waite (2011) explains that a small group of people may argue with this as a few individuals believe that outdoor learning is not sufficient enough to fully educate children. However, Piaget (1976) argues that as the child develops, the environment around them and play they participate in should encourage additional cognitive and language development as well as language skills.
According to Evans (2021) there are no ‘free schools’ (Evans, 2021) or colleges in Wales, which links to OECD (2017) this explains schools need more effective funding to allow the schools to be able to reach children’s developmental needs and to ensure that children have the equipment to be able to do so. In line with this, Water (2016) suggests that a lack of funding can affect the way that members of staff act towards the children and how they educate children. Also, Waters (2016) explains that settings with lower funding may have less training for staff which can cause the staff to not have a full understanding of the curricula or how to meet the children’s needs. In line with this, Marais and Meier (2004) suggest that teacher training should be guided by children’s direct experiences, however, Ball (2012) explains that professional learning for early years staff is often carried out by policy directive. In line with this, Evans (2021) explains that the Welsh Government want to go down a different route and start their own polices for learning to ensure that the needs of children are met. In addition, Waters (2016) states that the Foundation Phase workforce needs to know how to strengthen and increase children’s outcomes through the implementation of the Foundation Phase.
In line with this, Kingston and Siraj (2017) believes that there needs to be improvements across the country as the lack of quality of education affects children’s learning outcomes. OECD (2017) explains that the Welsh Government needed to conduct a review of the school system, OECD (2017) advised the Welsh Government to strengthen their policies and recommended that Wales develop a sustainable and long-term improvement by ensuring that all staff can respond to each learning need of the children. In addition, Waters and Payler (2018) state that effective professional learning leads to systemic, sustainable transformative of professional practice. Trodd and Dickerson (2019, p.370) suggest that professional learners are individuals that value learning and show enthusiasm for learning in settings where they are ideally situated to support children at an early stage of their educational journey.
Furthermore, Siraj and Kingston (2014) explains that there are misconceptions about the Foundation Phase Approach which leads to the pedagogy to be less effective, which means Wales’s existing curriculum has to be modified in order for Wales to meet the needs of each child (Donaldson, 2015). However, Donaldson (2015) disagrees with Siraj (2014) as they explain that the foundation phase is the ‘best thing’ (Donaldson, 2015, pp.17) that has ever happened for Welsh Education and the early years. In line with this, Evans (2021) states that the foundation phase allows a range of international literature learning, as well as numeracy. Similarly, Abbott and Langston (2005) both explain that a framework that is effective rather than best practice is more appropriate for the children. According to Kingston and Siraj (2017), the Welsh Government has responded to the advice, and they are now ensuring that the Foundation Phase is being implemented well so it can enhance children’s learning skills and development. EDCHAT (2013) believes that all children should receive information about what is going on and they should have an understanding on what is going on inside and outside of the setting. In line with this, The Welsh Government (2022) explains that creating an environment that promotes listening to the voice of the child, practitioners can recognise and respond to each child and their unique background and allow children to understand their rights. Article 42 of the UNCRC states that children must know that each child knows that they have rights, and they must be informed of the Convention (UNICEF, 1989). This links to EDCHAT (2013) explaining that all parents and children need to feel valued and respected as it will create a healthy parent partnership and also will ensure the child is feeling happy, safe and secure.
Deci and Ryan (2012) believe that learning to learn skills allows children to gain a wider range of abilities that will help them learn new information, acquire skills, as well as learn how to deal with new situations. In line with this, Te Whāriki (2017) cited by The New Zealand Government (no date) agrees, as the approach states that children should learn how to learn, meaning that children gain knowledge and understanding on how their own brain works and how things can change in the world and environment around them. In line with this, Alcock and Ritchie (2018) explain that the Te Whāriki approach is inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach and ‘forest schools’ (Alcock and Ritchie, 2018) as the approach believes that outdoor learning is inspiring and essential for children and allows them to explore the environment around them. Also, Te Whāriki (2017) cited by New Zealand Government (no date) emphasises a child-led learning approach to education as it will allow them to have free-will and develop to their full potential. This approach links to Article 14 of the UNCRC which states that every child should be able to express their thoughts and opinions and is allowed access to all kind of information as long as it is within the law (UNICEF, 1989).
To conclude this section, most practitioners do not know how to approach play-based learning (Waters, 2016) and that there is an academic debate on what play really means (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012). Also, OECD (2017) state that there is a lack of funding which affects children’s learning as the practitioners do not receive the proper training they should be receiving (Marais and Meier, 2004). 
In line with this, a lack of funding and payment for practitioners can affect the way they act towards the children and their education. It is proven that adequate teacher training and the practitioners knowing how to approach the new curriculum and play-based learning is essential as it can have an impact on the children’s development and learning (Kingston and Siraj, 2017). Also, if a practitioner is trained up to a better standard, the practitioners will be more motivated and enthusiastic when teaching, which will create a happier and healthier relationship with the children which can ensure the child is feeling secure (Trodd and Dickerson, 2019). Finally, it is shown that a child-led approach is effective for the children as it allows them to take risks, as well as explore and develop on their own (EDCHAT, 2013).

Part Two: Considering the ‘Unique Child’, Critically Evaluate Methods of Assessment, Progress Tracking and Age or Stage Related Development Models
Siraj et al, (2007) describes the Foundation Phase as a national reform programme of the Welsh Government that has been developed to improve quality of learning for children aged 3-7. Also, The Welsh Government (2015) states that The Foundation Phase should allow children to obtain and develop skills at different speeds and must be allowed to develop at their own unique and individual pace. Also, The Foundation Phase cited by Welsh Government (2015) explains that children should be given the opportunities to practice and learn new skills in different situations and use them to reflect and evaluate their work. In addition, The Foundation Phase (2015) states that children’s work should be respected, valued, and encouraged for its originality and uniqueness. Katz (2013) believes that to build a good foundation phase, practitioners need to focus on what they need to do and figure out how they do it. Early Years Matters (2021) explain that every child is unique, the children are constantly learning to be tough, capable, confident, and self-assured, children should learn at their own pace and in their own individual ways.
Isaacs (2014) states that Montessori believed that children develop in stages and that each stage has its own unique qualities and characteristics. In contrast to this, Sir Ken Robinson (2010) believes that children should not be categorised as they develop differently at different ages, he believes that every child has a unique way of learning, for example in groups, individually or in pairs (Sir Ken Robinson, 2010). In line with this, Educational Leadership Project Ltd (2019) believes that children’s cognitive levels are different, and practitioners need to assess them differently and teach them their own unique way of learning (Sir Ken Robinson, 2010). According to the Department of Education, (2021), accurate assessments allow practitioners to review what the child’s strengths and weaknesses are. However, Department of Education (2021) suggest that practitioners should not take the child away for too long as they may get tired of conducting the same tasks. 
Children participating in active play helps children feel safe, secure, and treasured as individuals, this is due to routines (Department of Education, 2021). Also, children who are in environments that are familiar, allow them to feel relaxed and they thrive when they are comfortable (Department of Education, 2021). However, some children may not feel comfortable in some places so placing children into groups may allow the children to comfort one another (Williams, 2017). In line with this, Williams (2017) says when children are engaged in group play, they have more fun with each other and may be able to discover things they have not seen before by working alongside others. Practitioners can also observe social interaction, exploration and many more developmental areas while children are playing in groups (Williams, 2017). Williams (20170 believes that there is no such thing as being over social or under social with children. 
Finally, Williams (2017) states that children may feel more of a belonging when participating in group play as other children want to play with one another, this helps with inclusion and affection.
Lee et al., (2013) explain that Te Whāriki is a bicultural approach which means that it celebrates cultural differences and allows children to gain a positive understanding of their own and other cultures (Lee et al., 2013). Educational Leadership Project Ltd (2019) states that cultural markers have an impact on development, for example, religion, language, or different experiences. This links to Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory (1896-1934) cited by McLeod (2020) which states that children’s culture and background may change the way they develop and learn, this is why children need to be assessed at diverse levels and not be categorised in groups (Educational Leadership Project Ltd, 2019). In contrast to this, McCoach, O’Connell and Levitt (2006) believe that grouping children with the same ability will allow the children to learn more from each other and extend their knowledge on topics. In line with this, Gillam and Justice (2010) suggest that using valid and reliable progress monitoring tools to come up with informed decisions about intervention approaches or to compare children’s performances to others with similar ability.
McLeod (2020) states that Vygotsky believed that children learned through social interactions with other children, this links to the seven areas of the Foundation Phase. In line with this, Siraj et al, (2007) says the Foundation Phase advocates children learning through first-hand experiences, social development, as well as well-being as it is one of the most important parts of the curriculum. Gillam and Justice (2010) states that consistency and reliability is a main factor that can support children when learning as routine and familiarity makes them feel comfortable and relaxed which can help them enjoy learning. Aasen and Waters (2006) states that children who are content when learning, are most likely to succeed in the future. However, Department of Education (2021) state that children who come from disadvantaged backgrounds are usually four months behind other peers when learning. Dell Primary School (no date) state that a new learning framework in Wales will allow each school to meet the needs of the children. Also, Dell Primary School (no date) explains that no two schools are the same and each child has their own unique needs and ambitions, this shows that schools have to modify their curriculum to meet the needs of children. 
Gillam and Justice (2010) state that there is little written about how practitioners should monitor children’s progress when it comes to language skills. In line with this, Strello et al., (2021) explain that previous grouping and assessing on achievement has been inconclusive. Strello et al., (2021) state that this is due to different studies and activities that use different data. To solve this issue, early years practitioners started using a Programme for International Student Assessments which is also known as PISA (Strello et al., 2021). Also, Gillam and Justice (2010) state that Response to Intervention (RTI) frameworks are becoming more common when it comes to identifying students with reading and learning disabilities. The RTI framework is a multi-tiered approach to providing academic instruction, it allows practitioners to find the right support and learning strategies to help each child who is struggling with their reading (Gillam and Justice, 2010). Aasen and Waters (2006) states that both the EPPE project conclusions and the Norwegian approach focus on the practice of the importance of interaction between children and staff in an informal setting whereas the Foundation Phase does not refer to children’s interactions (Aasen and Waters, 2006). 
To conclude this section, it has been proven by Williams (2017) that children can learn better in groups, however, Sir Ken Robinson (2010) believes each child will develop more thoroughly as independent learners and they should not be grouped by ability. In line with this, Department of Education (2021) suggest that children from different and disadvantaged backgrounds tend to learn slower than others, this is why Sir Ken Robison (2010) disagrees with grouping as all children learn at their own pace and take the time they need. Strello et al., (2021) states that children need to be assessed differently due to background and ability, as Dell Primary School (no date) states, no two schools are the same and each child has their own unique way of learning which shows that the schools curricula needs to be modified to suit all children and their needs to allow them to develop to their full potential.
Finally, McLeod (2020) suggests that Vygotsky’s theory should be followed in most schools as children learn during social interactions, which means that during play, children are fully developing their skills, this links to the Foundation Phase as it states that children learn the most during first hand experiences, so that practitioners should carry out more child-led outdoor play (Siraj et al., 2007).

Part Three- Blog: The Importance of Practitioners Supporting Children with ALN and How to Meet the Child’s Needs.
As an Early Years Practitioner, I believe that there is not enough staff and practitioners that know how to support and care for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in the Early Years. In line with this, Macintyre (2005) states that practitioners in the early years can sometimes find it difficult to identify children with additional learning needs. Also, Macintyre (2005) believes there is a limited number of resources to help children with additional learning needs. Cwlwm (2016) agrees as they state that non-maintained settings do not have functions under the ALN Act to make decisions about whether a child has ALN or not. However, I agree with Macintyre (2005) because majority of schools and non-maintained settings should support children with ALN and have facilities and resources to meet the children’s needs. 18% of pupils were categorised as having some sort of ALN and the majority of schools have between 10% and 25% of pupils with ALN (Hawisher and Pemberton, 2019).
According to Macintyre (2005) identifying children who need extra support and communicating to parents and psychologists has many downfalls, this is due to the child being at home and the child at nursery or school may present quite differently. The Welsh Government (2022) states that there is a new ALN system supporting children and young people aged 0-25 in Wales, it is replacing the Special Educational Learning Needs (SEN) system and the system for supporting young people with learning difficulties or disabilities (LDD). However, the Welsh Government (2022) state that England will have a different approach, they will only be supporting the learners with serious and complex needs. Pritchard (2009) suggests that practitioners should use rewards to ensure the children feel valued and to help motivate the children to have good behaviour. Pritchard (2009) states that rewards can be used to excite or add fun to an activity. However, Pritchard (2009) also explains that rewards may belittle an activity or demean a learning experience. In line with this, Kelsey (2011) believes that sometimes rewards are not as effective as some may think, for example, there may be too much ineffective praise in education. Kohn (1993) suggests that behavioural rewards only work for a brief period of time. 
Croner-i (2021) suggest that practitioners should monitor the progress and development of all the children throughout the early years. Gillam and Justice (2010) state that RTI frameworks have helped practitioners recognize children with learning and reading disabilities, and it has allowed them to support their needs as much as possible. According to the Department of Education, (2021), accurate assessments can emphasize whether a child has additional learning needs. In line with this, Croner-i (2021) suggests that parents should be included on reviewing the development of the child, as well as the practitioners to provide as much support and information as possible for children with additional learning needs. All results found during each assessment and reviews on the child’s progress should be discussed with the parents and any other SENCO staff that are included in the child’s education (Croner-i, 2021). 
As well as ALN, some children struggle to succeed in education due to poverty, family breakdown (Hawisher, 2019). In line with this, Mortiboys (2005) suggests that emotional intelligence will allow the practitioners to understand how the children feel and how to deal with their feelings and emotions. The Welsh Government (2021) suggests that practitioners should carry out the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Principles: Online Training for Practitioners in Statutory Roles’.  GOV.UK (2022) state that all children are entitled to high-quality education that promotes good well-being and high standards to meet their needs. Here is the GOV.UK website, it has a range of information: https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/get-help-to-improve-your-practice/meeting-the-needs-of-all-children. 
There are seven key features of effective practice, according to Department for Education (2021) states that the seven crucial factors for effective practice are:
· The best for every child
· High-quality care
· The curriculum: what we want children to learn
· Pedagogy: helping children to learn
· Assessment: checking what children have learnt
· Self-regulation and executive function
· Partnership with parents
The Best for Every Child
Department for Education (2021) states that all children deserve to have an equal chance of success and that high-quality early education is important for all children. When children start education, some children from disadvantaged backgrounds are on average around four months behind compared to their peers (Department of Education, 2021).
High-quality Care
Department of Education (2021) state that babies, toddlers, and young children thrive most when they feel loved, safe, and well cared for. The child’s experience must always be linked to the thinking of each practitioner and every practitioner should enjoy spending time with the children (Department of Education, 2021). Practitioners understand that toddlers are learning to be independent which can cause them to sometimes get frustrated with themselves (Department of Education, 2021).
The Curriculum: What we want Children to Learn
Planning to help every child to develop their language is important and young children’s learning is often focused on children’s interests (Department of Education, 2021). The curriculum needs to be aspiring so that the children can engage and are interested (Department of Education, 2021). 
Pedagogy: Helping children to learn
Department of Education (2021) state that children are powerful learners, with the correct support, children can make huge progress in their learning. Practitioners need to carefully organise learning environments for high-quality play, they sometimes need to create space for children to participate in child-led play (Department of Education, 2021).
Assessment: Checking what children have learnt
According to Department of Education (2021), assessment is about realising what children can do and what they know, effective assessment requires practitioners to be aware of children’s development. Before assessing the child, practitioners should prepare and think about whether the assessments will be useful (Department of Education, 2021).
Self-regulation and executive function
Executive function includes the child’s ability to store information in their minds and inhibit spontaneous behaviour, focus their attention on a subject and think openly (Department of Education, 2021). Language development is central to self-regulation, this means that children use language to guide their actions and ideas (Department of Education, 2021).
Partnership with parents
Finally, Department of Education (2021) state that it is essential for parents and practitioners to have good partnerships to allow the children to feel safe and secure and happy within the setting. Also, practitioners should discuss the child’s development clearly so that parents gain a full understanding.
For more information on this topic, please visit: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1007446/6.7534_DfE_Development_Matters_Report_and_illustrations_web__2_.pdf. 
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