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Evaluating the importance of wellbeing in early years curricula

Section 1

As countries worldwide recover from the impact of Covid-19, education ministers have outlined how they intend to support children who suffered a tremendous amount of disruption as best they can. Here in Wales supporting the wellbeing of children is central to the recovery plan (The Welsh Government, 2021, p. 2) and this section will be evaluating and analysing the implementation of play based early years curricula with regards to their impact on wellbeing. Wellbeing is a broad topic but is usually defined or thought of as how positive or happy an individual is. In a sense, this is true but these days wellbeing has come to be more than a feeling of positivity and often takes into consideration how comfortable and healthy the individual is. For the purpose of this assignment wellbeing will consider a child’s happiness, physical and emotional health and development.

As more countries worldwide implement play-based curricula it is vital to understand what exactly is included in a play-based curriculum and examine the evidence that has led to their implementation. This section will examine the reasoning behind the popularity of play-based learning based on evidence and work by theorists and practitioners. Before examining these points however, it is vital to understand the definition of play-based learning and its inclusion in classrooms worldwide. 

Play based learning and the subsequent implementation of curricula centred on its theories have become increasingly popular since the 2000’s, having been introduced to the curriculums of countries as far flung as Canada, The United Arab Emirates and China to name a few (Danniels and Pyle, 2018). Although the definition of play itself is often debateable, play based learning however has been defined as separate from the broader concept of play and is essentially to learn while at play (Danniels and Pyle, 2018).

Pyle and Danniels (2017) are critical of current research regarding play-based learning, stating they emphasise a narrow definition as a child directed practice resulting in uncertainty from the teacher about implementing it as a pedagogical approach. This highlights the uncertainty within research and literature about play-based learning, something that is also noted in Edwards (2017) that states that while play is understood as a basis for learning in the early years, this is not always the case in different settings. 

It is important when discussing play-based learning to understand the theoretical evidence behind its implementation in early years curricula. Play based learning draws heavily from numerous theorists, including Piaget and Vygotsky. Piaget (1962) states that historically play has a certain set of criteria designed to keep it different from more traditional activities or lessons. One example of the criteria he mentions is that play is not a type of behaviour per se or one particular type of activity among others. A second criterion he outlines is the spontaneity of play, and he also lists pleasure, a lack of organisation and the freedom from conflicts. However, Piaget states that these criteria, suggested and used historically to separate play from non-ludic activities, result in an unclear difference between the two. He was critical of this approach, and his own research led him to conclude that children went through four stages of cognitive development in which play is an extremely important part of. Piaget’s four stages are the 0-2 years sensorimotor stage, the preoperational stage at 2-7, concrete operational at 7-11 years and the formal operational stage at 11-15 years (Amad et al., 2016). 

For the purpose of this section, the focus will remain on the first two stages as they are most relevant to the early years curriculum. The first stage of cognitive development involves children learning from birth and involves motor activity without the use of symbols. This stage is based on physical interactions and experiences. This stage is characterised using trial and error and exploration, for example in the form of shaking a rattle or inserting objects into the mouth. It is also worth noting that early language development occurs here, and towards the end of this stage object permeance occurs suggesting the development of memory (Wood, Smith and Grossniklaus, 2001).

The preoperational stage is the most relevant to early ears practitioners as it covers the period from 18-24 months to early childhood. In this stage, according to Wood, Smith and Grossniklaus, (2001) the child begins to use language and memory and imagination start to develop. This stage also marks the start of children engaging with make believe and having the skills to understand and express relationships. This is a critical stage in the cognitive development of a child and using the description above, marks an incredibly important stage for the use and implementation of play within learning. The role of the practitioner according to Piaget during these stages is to facilitate learning by providing a variety of experiences however it is important to note that Piaget’s theories do not explicitly link towards the wellbeing of the child in this matter. 

Following his findings on the stages of childhood cognitive development, Piaget wrote extensively about the contribution of play in intellectual development. According to Garwood (1982) Piaget distinguished three developmental levels of play: sensorimotor, symbolic and games with rules. The first type consists of repeating previously learned behaviours and this type of play dominates during the first stage of cognitive development. Symbolic play, then increases as the child develops cognitively and it is during this that pretend or make-believe play begin. This type of play encourages the use of role playing, but also encourages using past experiences for present use which is a big step in cognitive development. Therefore, it can be concluded that Piaget’s theories support the theory that children learn through assimilation and experiences. It is clear from this that play has an incredibly significant role in cognitive development in the early years and the correct facilitation of play by practitioners in essential in supporting childhood development. 

Piaget’s theories and research findings form the basis for many to support the implementation of play-based curriculums worldwide and played a key role in the founding of constructivism. However, Piaget’s theories do not escape criticism from other schools of thought on childhood development, from a range of researchers that criticised his research methods to other influential theorists such as Vygotsky. The criticism from Vygotsky and researchers following his theories mostly stems from the belief that Piaget’s theories neglect the social nature of human development. Vygotsky’s theories on learning are incredibly influential, and his most popular theory in an educational context is the zone of proximal development (ZPD). According to Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev and Miller, (2003) the ZPD is still relatively poorly understood, and that is due to the problematic nature of Vygotsky using the ZPD in three different contexts. However, in the developmental context the ZPD is used in explaining the emerging psychological functions of the child. With regards to play, Vygotsky’s theory states that children do not just repeat what they know through play but through the ZPD learn new things rather than repeat what they know already in different contexts. This highlights the most obvious contrast between how both theorists view play in early years cognitive development, however Fox (2008) states that even though Vygotsky concluded that play does not reflect thought (as Piaget suggests) but creates thought, observation of child's play in the early years yields examples to support both theories. Fox (2008) gives the example that a child that puts on a firefighter's uniform and partakes in role play is actively using prior knowledge (supporting Piaget’s theory) in play, but then goes to the building corner and puts two blocks together, creates a new shape which is an example of constructing new knowledge (supporting Vygotsky’s theory). It is clear from this then that whether children are using prior knowledge or constructing new knowledge, play is an invaluable part in early childhood development and the classroom. 

From the above it is clear to see why play based learning has become increasingly popular worldwide. Drawing on work from two incredibly influential theorists has thrust the importance of play into the forefront of early years education. As a result, play based learning has undergone many research projects intended to discover the cognitive and psychological benefits, including its impact on the wellbeing of children. Taylor and Boyer (2020) note many historical influences on play-based learning, stemming from Froebel’s creation of the notion of kindergarten that encourages free play through to current research based on the qualitative and quantitative benefits of play in learning experiences (Mukherji and Albon 2018). One example of the benefits found from the implementation of play-based learning includes a correlation between play and the development of social and emotional skills among children. This happens as a result of interactions between peers, with skills such as sharing, taking turns and role playing being an important part of their social development (Pyle, Pyle, Prioletta and Alaca, 2020).  Another evidence-based benefit of the use of play-based learning is the impact it has on childhood academic learning, this being more to do with the development of literacy and numeracy skills. However, this is more dependent on the practitioner as academic skills developing through free play are less common than the social emotional developments. For this reason, practitioner involvement is requisite for consistent academic involvement according to Pyle, Pyle, Prioletta and Alaca (2020) and this can happen as a result of children acquiring representational abilities which lay the foundation for understanding written symbols. This view is the basis for play based pedagogies and combining free and teacher guided play is essential to a play-based learning approach. Interestingly, research has been conducted recently into the effect play based learning has on wellbeing, and Morris et al., (2018) found that using wellbeing in play not only increased what the children understood about the importance of wellbeing, but also helped children become more physically healthy with their eating habits. However, this research does only view wellbeing objectively as a means for physical healthiness. Nonetheless the research proves that wellbeing certainly has a part to play in supporting childhood development in a play-based curriculum.

The debate surrounding self-directed and guided play is a discourse that also must be considered when evaluating the implementation of play-based learning curriculum. Self-directed play is often considered to be the more desirable type of play, as numerous benefits to cognitive development have been found such independent social and emotional skills improving as well as having the powerful experience of being in control of their own play (Fiechtner and Albrecht, 2019). On the other hand, teacher led play has been through a period in which it was discouraged, but recent research has brought practitioners to the idea that play based learning must have a combination or element of free play, and adult guided play for it to be properly implemented (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). 

Teaching in a play-based curriculum has become a more common occurrence for practitioners since their increasing popularity, and according to Van Oers and Duijkers (2013) teaching in a play-based curriculum is to become a creative act, in which the teacher constructs novelty within the constraints and provisions of the situation. It is clear from this that the practitioner plays an incredibly important role in play-based learning. 

In 2008, Wales implemented a new foundation phase curriculum which included play-based learning principles. Areas of learning replaced traditional subjects, and play was made a vehicle for learning where the play-based nature of the foundation phase advocated children learning through first-hand experiences (Wainwright et al., 2016). This study was based on a selected few schools and found that the implementation of a play-based curriculum had a positive effect on physical literacy, even though the subject of physical education disappeared completely from the foundation phase due to its emphasis on the use of the outdoors. The study also concluded that the foundation phase curriculum was implemented by the schools studied with fidelity to the original aims of the policy makers. The curriculum was implemented with a play-based learning environment and developed pupils with a motivated, independent and active approach to learning (Wainwright et al., 2016.  However, the challenge would be for the curriculum to be implemented in all schools in Wales, with that being proved difficult due to the introduction of reading tests at the end of the foundation phase, and the study also highlighted the importance of physical education being inclusive for pupils leaving the foundation phase and build on the authentic embodied learning they experienced in the Foundation Phase. 

Another document published to determine the success of the implementation of a play-based curriculum in Wales is the independent stocktake released in 2014 to evaluate the success of the implementation of the new play-based curriculum. According to the stocktake, despite there being a variability across maintained schools and non-maintained settings, the foundation phase principles were effectively put into practice albeit in slightly different ways. Practitioners were reported as having a clear view of what constituted an effective foundation phase and kept focus on standards, planned well and adjusted their pedagogy to suit the children and families. Importantly, where the stocktake found the implementation of the new play-based curriculum to be effective, improvements were being reported across the foundation phase and often beyond, with settings reporting improvements in the areas of literacy, numeracy and wellbeing. However, it was reported that nursery schools are one form of the Foundation Phase provision that appeared to have been negatively affected by recent changes. (Welsh Government, 2014).

It is clear from the above that the implementation of a play-based curriculum in Wales has had a positive effect on the development of children. With the published benefits seen to children's literacy, numeracy and wellbeing because of the implementation it is clear why more countries worldwide are deciding to implement play-based curriculums. 





















Section 2 

Within a play-based curriculum, one aspect that is often recognised as being difficult to use correctly is assessment. Pyle and DeLuca (2016) state that recently, early years practitioners have been under more pressure than ever as a result of increasing standards to integrate assessment throughout instruction to support academic learning, whilst also retaining developmentally appropriate pedagogies such as play based learning. The purpose of this topic is to critically evaluate differing methods of assessment used within play-based curricula whilst exploring the concept of the unique child. In addition to this, the topic will also look at the effect of assessment on wellbeing and how assessment can be used to gauge a child's wellbeing.

The unique child is a concept that states every child is a unique individual with their own characteristics and temperament. Each child develops in their own way and at varying rates, and each are of development: physical, cognitive, linguistic, spiritual, social, and emotional are equally important (A Unique Child: Child Development, 2007). Furthermore, every unique child is constantly learning and can be capable, self-assured, confident, and resilient so long as practitioners make sure they understand and observe each child’s development and learning, use the correct assessment tools, and use this to plan for the future (Development Matters in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), 2012). This shows the importance of assessment within the concept of the unique child, and it must be used to help further develop every child. 

According to Broadfoot (1996) assessment is arguably the most powerful policy tool in education. It is not only used for identifying the strengths and weaknesses of individuals, but also can be used as a powerful source of leverage to bring about change to entire systems. It is clear from this that assessment is understood in education be a critical component of the way in which practitioners can get the best out of their children. But first, it is important to analyse the purpose of assessment, and why it is so critical for practitioners to utilise it correctly.

Newton (2007) concludes that assessment has three main purposes defined as distinct levels. The first level is the judgemental level, which concerns the technical aim of an assessment event. This means its purpose is to derive a standards-referenced judgement for example, the A-U range used in many countries such as Wales after exams such as GCSE’s and A-Levels. The second level is the decision level, and its purpose is to support a selection decision for entry to higher education. The author states that this is the most significant usage of the term ‘assessment purpose’ since it seems to be the level that is most frequently associated with it in the technical literature. The third purpose of assessment according to the author is the impact level. This concerns the intended impacts of running an assessment system, and its purpose is to ensure that students remain motivated, and that all students learn a common core for each subject. In addition to this, Newton (2007) states that each of the three discrete meanings hold distinct implications for the design of an assessment system and as a result need to be addressed separately. The author then gives the example for the impact level that assessment might be administered on a unit-by-unit basis with opportunity for re-taking. The article gives a good general overview of the purposes of assessment, and the last example brings up the topic of two distinct types of assessment. 

Within assessment two distinct types have been identified, both with their own purposes and benefits. The distinction between the two started to emerge in the 1960’s where formative assessment was conducted during the process of material development to provide information on how to revise early drafts, whilst summative assessment provided some measure of the effectiveness of the final draft (Dolin, Black, Harlen and Tiberghien, 2018). Therefore, in the case of student learning, the main purpose of formative assessment is seen as helping learning, whilst summative assessment provides information on what learning has been achieved at a certain time (Dolin, Black, Harlen and Tiberghien, 2018). 

However, Black (2016) states that until very recently, most major texts on pedagogy paid almost no attention to the potential of formative assessment to assist the day-to-day learning of students. As a result of more attention being brought to the potential benefits of using formative assessment in day-to-day learning more assessment guidance published in line with curricula advise practitioners to use formative assessment in this manner. In 2010 the Welsh Government published a document offering guidance to practitioners on how to use formative assessment daily, under the name of assessment for learning. Assessment for learning was described as a learning tool used to find the learners current position, move the learner towards their next step, act as checks on the journey to reach the next step, and discover if the next step has been reached (Welsh Government, 2010). It is clear from this that formative assessment is used here to continually check progress within the classroom, and some examples of how practitioners use assessment for learning include the use of think-pair-share, exit tokens and traffic light systems. In Wales, assessment is undergoing reform as a result of the independent review into the Welsh education system by Graham Donaldson. Of the sixty-eight recommendations made in the report, nineteen of them relate to assessment. The report described the current assessment system used in Wales as confusing and not fit for purpose and concluded that assessment should be primarily used to inform learning and directed towards school improvement rather than accountability and as such assessment is to play an integral role in the future of education in this country. 

With regards to wellbeing, it is seen as an incredibly crucial factor in childhood development and is regarded in many curricula worldwide as central to children's development (Marbina, Mashford-Scott, Church and Tayler, 2015). As a result, the ability to assess childhood wellbeing is seen as something of rising importance, and literature by Marbina, Mashford-Scott, Church and Tayler (2015) seek to highlight the importance and give guidance to practitioners on how to assess childhood wellbeing. The authors state that complexity surrounds the assessment of social and emotional wellbeing, and even more so when the subjects are young children as developmental trajectories in the early years often do not progress evenly, with children making great leaps one week and then outwardly what looks like extraordinarily little the next. As a result, the authors state this gives rise to the problem of observable behaviour and a reliance of assessment tools on physical traits displayed by the child in order to make an evaluation of their progress. The authors then give an overview of the tools available to early years practitioners of how they can assess the wellbeing of children. One of the tools discussed in the literature is the wellbeing observation scale. The assessment is observation based and highlights four key themes that is defined as critical in highlighting early years practice in Australia. These are happiness and satisfaction (confidence, self-esteem and ability to rest and relax are included here), social functioning (including their social initiative and how they cope with change) and dispositions (including the children's openness and receptivity/pleasure in exploring). The authors describe the scale as being comprehensive and requires a whole of setting commitment to truly enact all aspects. They conclude that the scale is detailed and designed well to assess the wellbeing of children in early years settings. Another tool mentioned by the authors is the Ferre Laevers’ SICS (ZIKO) instrument. This instrument was developed to assist early years childhood educators to improve the quality and care provision from birth to 12 years. The two indicators central to this are wellbeing and involvement. Within the instrument there are six wellbeing descriptors: enjoyment; relaxation and inner peace; vitality; openness; self-confidence and emotional regulation. This again is an observation-based assessment, however an independent observer is typically used to reduce observer bias and to open dialogue on how to improve. This tool strongly places the role of augmenting a child’s wellbeing and involvement with the educator and includes the ability to take the child's perspective when analysing practice. The instruments encourage child engagement and as result deep levels of learning occur. There are other numerous ways of assessing wellbeing in the early years outlined in the literature by the authors and gives practitioners a number of tools to use in practice. 

Outside of wellbeing, within early years education there are several differing methods of observation used within play-based curricula. As play based curricula have become more popular the need for assessment has changed to adapt with it as distinct types of curricula require different types of assessment. Here in Wales, the move to a play-based curriculum has brought around a need to change how assessment is used. Guidance released in Wales outlines how assessment will be changing in the coming years. For example, it outlines the move away from key stages to a continuum of learning that flows from ages three to sixteen. It also states that priority will be given to formative use of assessment in order to support learning and teaching. This document outlines how assessment will be used with the new curriculum coming into effect, but it is important for practitioners to understand the different methods of observation within the early years. 

Within a play-based curriculum, many teachers share the view that assessment is the primary challenge in developing a cohesive play-based pedagogy (Pyle and DeLuca, 2016). One method of assessment is play based observation. Observation is hugely critical to early years assessment and Flewitt and Cowan (2018) highlight Froebel's opinion that observation was vital to understand the unique child. The authors state that even though the tools, practices and contexts for observation and documentation have changed dramatically, these principles remain true to this day. As a result of formative assessment being encouraged in new play-based curriculums such as the Welsh curriculum, observations will play a significant role in assessment as it is a very well researched and trusted method of formative assessment in the early years. According to Dolin, Black, Harlen and Tiberghien (2018) observation is an effective way of collecting evidence used for assessment suitable for most play-based activities. It is clear from this that the observation of children during play activates can certainly help practitioners assess during activities for what they need. For example, observation during a play-based activity needing children to work together can help the practitioner assess the children's social and cooperation skills. Furthermore, Fesseha and Pyle (2016) state that play provided practitioners with opportunities to make observations of their students’ social development from which to assess the achievement of the children’s personal and social skills. It is clear from the above that observation is an incredibly important method for assessment in the early years. However, as mentioned above the move to play based curriculums have had an impact on how early years practitioners view assessment. For example, Flewitt and Cowan (2018) state that practitioners list observation as central to their child centred pedagogy, however find it at odds with the summative assessment requirements still included in play-based curriculums. In addition to this, Fesseha and Pyle (2016) state that practitioners displayed bias with assessment in play-based curriculums in general. For example, teachers who held perspectives that were primarily geared towards social/personal development more infrequently enacted assessment to measure such development and conversely, those who expressed perspectives that included academic development through play-based pedagogy more frequently enacted assessment to measure their academic progress. This is something that has to be addressed going forward, as a bias from practitioners will have an impact on the result of research on the use of assessment in the early years. 

Another method used for early years assessment is the use of portfolios. This is something that is seen as more formal than observations, but nevertheless plays an important part in the assessment of childhood development. One reason that portfolios are used is the benefit it has on children being active participants with a role in collecting and evaluating evidence on their own growth (Thompson, 2000). The author also concludes that a large body of research supports the use of portfolio assessment in the early years as an appropriate way to stimulate and enhance children's intellectual and social development. Current literature does not involve much criticism on the use of portfolios in early years assessment, however practitioners must ensure a full use of different assessment techniques within a play-based curriculum. 

In conclusion, assessment methods in play-based curriculums must be a mixture of both formative and summative assessments. It is vital that practitioners include the wellbeing of children whilst planning, as it is critical for development and learning to take place. The use of observations is essential with play-based activities, as it is the best way to formatively assess the developing skills of pupils. Alongside observations, portfolios are an incredibly useful method of assessment in the early years, however more research is needed on potential drawbacks on the use of portfolios as a tool for assessment. 






Section 3 

In recent months children have seen a huge change in their education in Wales due to Covid-19. Online learning or blended learning was introduced when the pandemic hit in March 2020. This not only affected children’s education but also had a huge impact on their mental wellbeing. Children’s wellbeing plays an essential role in education as highlighted in section 2, and now as children start to fall back into routine after the pandemic lock downs the pressure and toll on children’s wellbeing throughout the last year and a half is now becoming apparent. 

Coronavirus: Mentally Healthy Schools (n.d.) states that this Coronavirus pandemic has brought several new and surprising challenges to children’s psychological state and wellbeing over the past eighteen months. In this current climate, it is crucial that educators and practitioners support the mental health of children. This website offers resources to assist children and school workers in adapting to the changes that the pandemic has caused. These resources are designed to be social-distance friendly, and many can be tailored to be delivered remotely in case of further lockdowns. These resources are appropriate for all facilities in Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and England. There are assembly and lesson plans for practitioners and educators, recommendations and steering for parents or guardians, and activities for youngsters to complete in school or at home.

There are many methods that practitioners can adapt into the curriculum to help with anxiety or general mental wellbeing with children. Pet therapy is an increasingly popular method used in educational settings to help with child wellbeing. According to Dogs Trust (2021), incorporating a dog into a faculty or a academic setting is a trend that is growing in quality inside of the UK. It is becoming popular in many schools across the nation to assist children with anxiety or other wellbeing disorders. Research suggests that dogs may also be used as an assistant to a child within the classroom in teaching a particular task for example daily living skills, or as a part of the new curriculum such as writing, reading, circle time or even story time. A pet taking part in pet therapy can also act as a subject for artistic or creative writing, be read stories too and can even participate with children in group activities with the pet counting as a group member (Walters, Esteves and Stokes, 2008).
There are many benefits to participating in pet therapy. One article written by Friesen (2009) suggests that research over the past thirty years shows therapy dogs or pets provide emotional, social, physiological and physical support for young children. He states that:

The distinguishing features of Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) are characterized by the supplemental inclusion of a trained therapy dog in reaching an intervention goal in therapeutic environments, and as a supplement to an educational objective in school contexts. 
									(Friesen, 2009 p. 261)

This distinctive interaction may provide young children an invaluable kind of emotional and social support in all educational settings. This is only one example of an alternative therapy for young children who suffer with mental wellbeing disorders. 
Another example of alternative therapies that educators could incorporate into the curriculum could be “nature walks for wellbeing” (Hubbard et al., 2020). This project has been proven to be beneficial as an intervention for individuals recently discharged from mental health institutes to encourage their mental health recovery journey. Recent research has suggested that there is potential to supply therapeutic benefits at low costs notably given the “considerable interest in theories linking green space or natural environments and health” (Hubbard et al., 2020, p. 2). There is no current evidence that this may work in an educational setting. However, there is evidence that the outdoors is beneficial to mental wellbeing and the benefits from this could be transferred to early years education. 
In a paper written by Muñoz (2009), she suggests that research has started to examine the links between use of the outdoors, human health and access to green space. She states that access to green space has been proven to have a positive effect of children’s health and wellbeing and people who have more access to a garden or any green area for example, often have a better quality of mental health and may suffer less. Exercising outdoors often can also be linked to being beneficial to mental wellbeing (Muñoz, 2009). This can be linked to the curriculum in many ways as the Welsh Government (2015) state that young children should participate in “experiential learning activities indoors and outdoors” (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 9). 

The Welsh Government (2015) also suggests that all children should be given the opportunity to “value and contribute to their own well-being and to the well-being of others” whether this is inside the classroom or in an outdoor environment. Here is where teachers and practitioners can incorporate the project “nature walks for wellbeing” (Hubbard et al., 2020). Where children can go for walks around the playground or green area, for example with a partner and discuss a topic to do with wellbeing. This may encourage children to express their emotions or worries in situations where they normally would not do so. The project “nature walks for wellbeing” (Hubbard et al., 2020) could also be made into a activity, where links to the foundation phase curriculum can be met by incorporating Language, Literacy and Communication Skills (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 13). 

In conclusion, it is clear from the evidence that “nature walks for wellbeing” (Hubbard et al., 2020) and pet puppy therapy is beneficial to improving mental wellbeing in adults and children. There needs to be more research conducted specifically in their effect on childhood wellbeing, however current research suggests that this is very likely. In my opinion, “nature walks for wellbeing” (Hubbard et al., 2020) needs to be incorporated into the early years curriculum as a vehicle to improve pupil wellbeing, as wellbeing has been found to be critical to early childhood development.  
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