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Part 1 – Curriculum 
This essay will critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula whilst referring to reports and evaluative research evidence. It will also consider the ‘Unique Child’ and critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and stage or age - related development models within play-based curricula. 

Traditionally, Wales has had a solid commitment to their education and it also believes how important it is to recognise the potential of all their young children and people (Donaldson, 2018). The aim for the Curriculum for Wales guidance is to guide each school with developing their own personal curriculum, allowing their children to develop towards the four purposes within the curriculum, this is the aspiration for all young people and children in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). It is seen as an essential for the current curriculum in Wales to have a reform to enable Wales to meet the requirements of future children and be able to compete on an international stage (Donaldson, 2015). 

The developmental needs of children are covered in the Foundation Phase. The holistic development off children lies within the core of the statutory curriculum framework, as well as their skills, gaining new and building on their former learning knowledge and experiences. Fairness and equality of values and opportunities is promoted within the Foundation Phase and it also celebrates diversity. The Foundation Phase recognises and appreciates the importance of parents or carers being a child’s first educators and positive relationships/partnerships with the children’s home is nurtured (Welsh Government, 2015). 

Between the years 2011-2014 a three - year evaluation on the Foundation Phase took place. At the end of the evaluation there were 29 recommendations. The evaluation also has four aims which are: to weigh out if the Foundation Phase is being implemented well and underline ways of improvement, known as the process evaluation. Next, to evaluate how much of an impact the Foundation Phase has had up to that point, known as the outcome evaluation. Then to calculate the value for money of the Foundation Phase, known as then economic evaluation. Finally, putting an evaluation framework in to place for having tracking in the future of outcomes and outputs of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015).

A huge amount of stakeholders and practitioners primarily welcomed the introduction of the Foundation Phase explaining their feelings as ‘excitement’ and ‘relief’. A national survey was taken and it found that 59% of lead practitioners in school settings, 54% of head teachers and 42% of lead practitioners in non-maintained settings stated they were ‘looking forward’ to the implementation of the Foundation Phase. They found only 2% of practitioners surveyed said they were ‘not looking forward’ to the Foundation Phase. However, 97% of head teachers in early years settings believed their Foundation Phase practitioners welcomed the introduction of the Foundation Phase well (Welsh Government, 2015). 

The majority of strategies and processes were evidence based that were introduced to help support the implementation pf the Foundation phase. Teacher and practitioners’ practice had a positive effect from the impact of the supporting pedagogy and practice within the Foundation Phase and it also helps improve the quality of provision for children and their families/home (Welsh Government, 2013). 

To implement the Foundation Phase a ten year and no less, strategic plan is put into place to help support improvement proceed further and this could be monitored and observed by an implementation group of experts in key Foundation phase who are based throughout Wales. The experts need to be knowledgeable about the main issues connected to the Foundation Phase experimental and play based pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2013). 

The Welsh Assembly Government (2015) believed that children can learn through experiencing first hand investigational activities that involve play. Children can practice and combine their learning into play with ideas, risk taking, experimenting, individually making decision and problem solving within smaller or larger groups. Experiences that children have personally, allow them to gain a better understanding of the world they live in. At this phase children are at the centre of developing self-image, self-worth and self-esteem (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015, cited in Walters, J. 2016).  Te Whariki (2017) also believes that children’s play is appreciated as meaningful and how important it is to recognise spontaneous play, children will experience play, being imaginative, inventive and experimental. Department for Education (2021) in the Foundation Phase curricula. also believes that one characteristic to enable effective teaching and learning is exploring and playing which allows children explore, investigate and experience new things giving them the chance to ‘have a go’ at anything that comes to them. 

There will be multiple challenges that people working in early years education will come across, some of these are, helping to better the implementation of the Foundation Phase by increasing the practical and theoretical understanding of how children are capable of learning in a play-based manner whilst being supported by practitioners who play a crucial role in their learning (Walters, 2016). Another challenge is getting use to the implantation of a new, widespread assessment framework and having a better management of transitions for young children in and out of numerous different early years settings (Walters, 2016). 

There were a complete set of Stocktake Recommendations for the Welsh Government in the Independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales document. The first recommendation is, having a three-year independent evaluation of the Foundation was taken place in the request of the Welsh Government on behalf of Welsh Ministers. After the competitive contender decision, a multidisciplinary team of researchers, who were led by Professor Chris Taylor, who is from Cardiff University and also Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research, Data and Methods also known as WISERD, were asked to commence with the evaluation in July 2011 (Welsh Government, 2015). 

They found that the Foundation Phase has made a great impact and had made overall improvements on children’s educational achievements, involvement and wellbeing. However, these improvements are believed to be able to lead to bigger and better educational success as the children grow (Welsh Government 2015). 

Furthermore, Professor Graham Donaldson and his team, were asked to evaluate the curriculum and the arrangement of assessments in schools across Wales in 2014. Professor Graham Donaldson recommended in the report that there should be four purposes of the curriculum which are:
· Ambitious, capable learners
· Enterprising, creative contributors
· Health, confident individuals
· Ethical, informed citizens.
This is because they should guide all decisions made in the future about local and national educational priorities and underpin all learning and teaching in Wales (Donaldson, 2015). 

The report also recommends there should be ‘Six areas of learning and experience’. These purposes are all equally important and an important part in the four purposes. The six areas of learning are: 
· Expressive arts
· Health and Wellbeing 
· Humanities
· Language, Literacy and Communication 
· Mathematics and Numeracy 

These areas will be used for children from the ages three to sixteen (Donaldson, 2015). 
Although the implementation of the Foundation Phase was reviewed, it was associated with children having positive outcomes. However, there are also concerns with how consistent the pedagogies and practices are embedded into the Foundation Phase and implemented around Wales (Waters, 2016, cited in Kingston and Siraj, 2017). Siraj and Kingston (2017) believe one-fifth of settings and schools implementing the Foundation Phase were effective.
Part 2 – The Unique Child
 
The unique child is ensuring all children are included within their setting and that every individual feels part of their surroundings. For children to feel this way, their setting must ensure they have an inclusive space for everyone (McMahon and Dyer, 2018). 

The rate at which children develop and acquire will be different for every individual child. They will develop skills at different speeds. Children should be given an opportunity to practice new skills they have learnt in different situations. This will allow them to evaluate and reflection back on their work. In every different aspect of their development every child’s work should be valued and respected and it they should be praised for its originality (Welsh Government, 2015). 

The Equality Act (2013) believes that every Early Years setting must encourage equality of opportunity, and no one should be discriminated against directly or indirectly. The Equality requires that all children should be included and to do this, all settings must make reasonable adjustments. 

The New Curriculum Wales (2022) is set for practitioners and schools to think of resources and guidance to enable them to choose what specific knowledge, experiences and skills will be a help to specific learners to understand the four purposes. By schools being able to design their own personal curriculum, gives key principles that serve all schools a starting point. This gives schools the opportunity to design a unique curriculum that is most suited to all individual children in their setting. 

Assessments are the process of discussing and collecting information from a range of diverse sources in order to gain a strong understanding of what children understand, know and what they are able to achieve with their knowledge in educational experiences (Westminster College, 2019). 

A number of challenges can come wih assessing children under the age of six. Children normally are assessed on a one-to-one basis and the time practitioners can to observe and assess children is limited due to their ability to concentrate on the task they are given. Unreliable results may appear due to a lack of skill in areas they need for the assessment like written and oral language or motor skills (Education Endowment Foundation, 2017). 

In New Zealand, Te Whariki (2017) suggest, that every child has the capability to dictate their own individual learning stories and assess their own personal progress. They believe children can also set their own goals themselves. Children will automatically be able to create new challenges for themselves when they learn to assess their own achievements. 

The learning stories approach is a type of documentation and observation and it is written in the format of a narrative story. Whilst children explore through play, practitioners will watch, observe and listen. The practitioner may take some photographs and write down a couple of notes and a story will be created about what they have seen whilst observing and this can be shared with the children and their family (Pack, 2015). 

Within a survey taken out in a school setting, for individuals with high needs, in New Zealand. Practitioners were asked their preferred way of assessing. Learning stories were seen as being useful as a foundation for further learning and this motivated and elevated the children’s self-esteem and delivered a solid way for children to experience being heard and listened to. The findings from this research were that the practitioners found learning stories have a lot to offer for the children they have within their setting. They also believed that they had further opportunities for children to explore sociocultural complexities of assessment, within the unique characteristics of the assessment and learning situation (Mentis and Todd, 2009). Learning stories are effective to make children’s self-image and strengths noticeable (Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir, 2010). Smith (2003, cited in Blaiklock, 2008, p.78) believes that Learning stories have an astonishing power that energies and thrills practitioners, children and their parents. Parents are more involved and interested in their child’s education and are they have more knowledge in the amazing teaching and learning achievements their children are receiving in their setting. However, there has not been a large scale evaluation that shows  Learning stories are being used in early years education. Even though there is potential for learning stories to capture significant aspects of a child’s learning experiences, it is questioned whether they are effective and practical enough to assess the richness of a child’s learning experience in a large range of early years context (Blaiklock, K. E., 2008). 

In Wales, a method of assessment is the Foundation Phase Profile. It is a type of assessment tool which supports assessment on entry through to the end of the Foundation Phase. The FP profile has been made as a national assessment for every child to establish a baseline during their first six weeks of starting Reception Year and from September 2015, the Profile was made statutory. Children’s development and ability in four Areas of Learning are assessed, these are: 
· Language Literacy and Communication Skills
· Physical Development
· Mathematical Development
· Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity (Welsh Government, n.d.).

The Foundation Phase Profile has been established to support assessment of children’s development and learning throughout their time within the Foundation Phase, from entry into Reception through to the end of FP, Year 2. The profile helps practitioners provide a developmentally suitable holistic curriculum for every child, through using formative assessments and observations (Welsh government, 2019). 

It allows and helps practitioners to deliver a developmentally suitable holistic curriculum for every individual child. It has been designed to liaise with assessments that are taken by health professionals. It is also made to help find early identifications of any possible special education needs (SEN), additional learning needs (ALN) or development delay and this will ensure that children who need the extra support are getting the exact support that is needed. Transitions from settings and schools will be supported by the assessments that will be gathered in the profile which give useful information to stakeholders in a child’s development and learning (Welsh Government, 2017). 

The Foundation Phase Profile supports the unique child as it is designed to be appropriate and suitable for every individual child and it helps to identify potential additional learning needs or special educational needs. Conversely, the purpose of the Foundation phase profile is not having adequate detail to fully assess children with ALN or SEN. Appropriate assessments that are designed for specific purposes will need to be used by practitioners, as well as seeking advice from professional additional learning needs coordinator, also known as ALNCo or also appropriate professionals, as long as they have the full permission and support from the parents of the children (Welsh Government, 2017). 

The FP Profile has been created as a combined assessment tool that uses formative and observation assessments to create a holistic image of a child’s development and abilities in key areas. The valid outcomes that can be accomplished for each individual area of learning are, FP outcome Bronze; FP Outcome Silver; FP Outcome Gold; FP Outcome 1; FP Outcome 2; FP Outcome 3; FP Outcome 4; FP Outcome 5; FP Outcome 6; Above FP Outcome 6; Disapplied; and Not assessed. These outcomes are based on a numerical scoring system, this allows practitioners to manage progress. It is designed to give children rewards for completing outcomes for an area of learning when approximately 75% of the skill ladder within the Area of learning are accomplished at that outcome (Welsh Government, 2017). 

Altogether in the Foundation Phase Profile, there are 43 skills ladders, it is usually referred to as the ‘Compact Profile’. The Compact Profile offers a picture of children’s development and it is used to complete the baseline assessment. The baseline assessment is taken out on children within their first six weeks in entry into Reception year (Pacey Cymru, 2017).

Practitioners have used observational assessments for children’s transitions from entry into school for many years. The information taken from these assessments are used to plan and also compare the information with other assessments later on. Attainment at the end of Reception year discloses differences in ethnic groups, gender and levels of disadvantage. Using one-off assessments can potentially lead to children having low expectations through their whole education. Information should not be decided off one image of a child’s capability in one period-of-time and it this one snapshot should not be used for comparison. Children at this age change daily, so a one-off test cannot accurately assess a child’s ability and development (Bradbury and Robert-Holmes, 2017). 

The British Association for Early Childhood Education (n.d.) believes that baseline tests are ‘pointless’ and they suggest that the concept of the assessment for children at such a young age is harmful and they do not produce reliable or valid results and because of this cannot deliver the intended measure of school success. The tests take up vital time from practitioners which should be focused on settling children into their new environment. They believe the assessments have no benefit to the children as tjey are not used fot ay other formative assessments. There is a risk that children can be labelled early on in their education duration down to one assessment and this could eventually become a self-fulfilling prophecy 

Many other factors have been found to have an effect on children’s scores in assessments. When children go into a new setting they are unfamiliar with, or a new practitioner they are not comfortable around yet, they may not show what they are capable of doing. A child’s assessment score can be affected by how tired they are or if they are hungry and they are not fully concentrating, according to a practitioner who under-took baseline assessments. Children may also be affected by how familiar they are with equipment like tablets and computers. Margret Clark found when researching baseline assessment, that the level of training that the practitioners have, previous attendance and the language that the children use at home, can have an effect on their overall school (Bradbury and Rober-Holmes, 2017). 


Part 3- Blog – The Importance of outdoor play/learning and the significance of adults understanding the importance of it. 

Whilst working within an Early Years setting, it surprised me that not all practitioners, parents and guardians see the advantages of learning through the outdoors and the opportunities it can bring to the children. Understanding the difference between outdoor learning and taking indoor activities outside is essential to allow outdoor learning to fill it’s full potential. Instead of having loads of resources and set lesson plans, it is an essential to have a certain attitude of mind to achieve the best outcome of outdoor learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2009).  

Being outdoors in a natural environment gives children the freedom connected with the space which you are unable to recreate in an indoors environment. Adults and practitioner should be aware of what environments children feel the most comfortable in, and if that us outdoors then it is only natural to teach them in that environment, education should be a fun and enjoyable experience and not a burden. Children will be more active, purposeful, motivated and absorbed in the lesson being in an outdoors environment and this will help them gain a more positive attitude towards learning (Mullan, 2019). 

All aspects of a child’s development are enhanced from being in an outdoors environment. These aspects are, creative, personal, social, physical and cultural. If a child has these skilled well developed, they are more likely to retain the information and skills they have learned. By adults having a better emphasis on using an outdoor environment in their teaching as a resource, it will benefit children in many ways. One way it will benefit them is, it will improve their physical health from skipping, jumping, running and walking outside and having the use of equipment that they are unable to use inside. Secondly, they can experience nature for themselves first hand, the changes in weather and how different animals and plants react to different types of weather and seasons (Welsh Government, 2009). 

Some of the proposed minimum standards that can help promote natural learning outdoor environments are, the outdoor learning and play area has a minimum of two outdoor gross motor feature, these include features that children can use to climb. The areas should also have a minimum of two outdoor learning settings, for example, loose parts section or a gardening section (Cooper, n.d.). 

Fredrich Froebel invented the kindergarten in 1840, which means ‘garden of children’ and it was established in Blankenburg. He was determined to highlight the importance of the children’s education and development in the first years of their lives (Bruce, 2012). Froebel had many ideas on how to make an outdoor environment accessible and useful for children. One of the recommendations Froebel had was, having open-ended materials, they should have no fixed purpose and they should be able to use them in many different ways. Examples of open-ended materials are, blankets, boxes, wheels, ropes and planks. Having resources that are so flexible and transformable, will provide children with huge opportunities to help them solve problems, imaginative and creative thinking (Tovey, n.d.). 

A lot of local authorities and practitioners believe that having training in using outdoor environment will encourage using outdoor environments and will improve children’s learning experiences (Estyn, 2011). During visits from Estyn (2011), in schools, they stated most ideas they used in their setting were ideas from outdoor learning training they have experienced and they subsequently use them. On the other hand, a third of the sessions that were observed on their visits, the use of the outdoor areas and the learning experiences outdoors were unsatisfactory. Areas they found that needed improvement were, that the learning experiences were too adult-led. 

The Foundation Phase for Wales, supports a play based and experimental approach to learning for children aged from three to seven years of age. This approach includes child initiated activities within an outdoor environment. In research previously, practitioners in the Foundation phase continued to underachieve within the classroom setting. They found in this study that the more outdoor natural space they have for child-initiated activities, it appeared to strengthen the effects that child-initiated learning has for the children and weakens the perception of underachieving (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). It is important that children get given the opportunity to express themselves freely and this is also stated in one of the rights in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 12 “States Parties shall be assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (UNICEF UK, 1989).

Estyn (2011) also believed that continuous activities required more of a challenge as the children were losing interest quickly. There was not enough planning from practitioners to improve outdoor activities and due to a lack of guidance and training for support staff in the settings and occasionally they were more of a supervisor than an educator and finally the activities that were planned were not suitable for outdoors or other environment other than inside their classroom.  
One of the most common reasons for there being a decline in outdoor learning is societal fear of risk. The decline in outdoor learning was recognised by England Marketing (2009, cited in Parsons and Traunter, 2020). They also found that 40% of the adults they spoke to played within the natural environment when they were children in comparison to less than 10% of children today. Sadly, there is a lack of training specialised for practitioners in Wales, this includes senior management training and this has led to there being an ineffective outdoor learning environment for children in early years, where adults are playing a structed supervisory rather than having an educative role (Davies and Hamilton, 2016). 
Although it may seem scary to parents and practitioners, risky play in an outdoors environment has a big role to play in children’s development. It allows children to improve on their decision-making skills about the types of risks they are able to take. With this, children will learn to risk assess when they need to in certain situations, expand their limits and learn new daily life skills (Tovey, 2010, cited in McFarland and Laird, 2017). 
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