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Early Years Curricular
Section 1
This section will evaluate the effective implementation of play-based early years curricular, including the Foundation Phase and New Curriculum for Wales. There will be a focus on practitioner understanding of a play-based curriculum and the importance of high-quality training.
According to Danniels (2018) play-based learning is in essence to learn through play. There has been a shift towards play-based learning over the past 2 decades with countries including Canada, New Zealand and Sweden using play-based learning in their curriculums. Play-based learning is different from the wider concept of play. Research examining the benefits of play-based learning have identified and focussed on 2 different types of play, free play and guided play. 
Waters 2015 notes that the Foundation Phase views the child as inherently curious and promotes a holistic approach to the learning and development of children. The developmental views of the previous curriculum have been moved away from, with the focus now on assessing children along a ‘continuum’ of learning. Children’s previous learning and experiences are taken into account by practitioners and used as a base to build from.
According to Leggett and Newman (2017) the curriculum is described by Australian Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) as the many interactions and planned or unplanned experiences and activities that take place in an environment intended to promote the learning and development of children. Adopting a play-based approach to children’s development, the Australian EYLF draws on the sociocultural approach of Vygotsky, regarding play as a social experience and considering that children learn from those around them. 
For a play-based curriculum to be successful it first needs to be understood and implemented effectively by those practitioners and professionals who will be delivering it. Misunderstandings can lead to poor implementation which will not show a true reflection of the philosophies and practices behind it. Siraj (2014) found there was an issue across Wales with the Foundation Phase being poorly implemented in settings where the Foundation Phase model was not fully understood and where there was no clear agreed view on how it should be implemented. While the Foundation Phase itself might be built on recognized principles and practices, effective implementation may prove to be problematic unless it is understood and taken on by all relevant staff. 
Similarly, Donaldson 2015 states the importance of having suitably trained teachers with a clear understanding of not just what they need to teach but also of the ‘how’ and ‘why’ behind the pedagogy. There is much more needed than to simply implement a pre-determined catalogue of techniques. In the successful futures review by Donaldson, it is noted that a fundamental part of implementing the curriculum will be a sound pedagogy. Furthermore, Leggett and Newman (2017) also state that for play-based learning to be most effective there needs to be input from skilled and supportive teachers and interaction with the environment. Sylva et al (2010) state that it is indicated by available evidence that children achieve better outcomes in line with the qualifications of adults working in the settings. The more qualified the adults, the better outcomes of the children.
Waters (2015) points out that international research and experience suggests that change in pedagogy will be more strongly rooted when there is involvement of practitioners and educators in understanding how and why actions they take with early years children will impact on their development and learning. Moreover, Ridgway and Quinones (2012) believe that educators should have an understanding and awareness of the pedagogical role when it comes to supporting children’s thinking in play, and that this understanding it vital to the implementation of a play-based curriculum. The approach of standing back to observe but not engaging in play with children was challenged. 
However, during analysis of the Foundation Phase Maynard et al (2013) found no specific clear description of the pedagogical approach that could be used by practitioners to develop their understanding. Additionally, during the final evaluation report Welsh Government (2015) found that while the majority of respondents to a national survey were satisfied with the training materials provided in implementing the foundation phase, comments revealed that those who were unsatisfied found the amount of information too lengthy with too many booklets to read through and not enough time to do so. 
Leggett and Newman (2017) state that play-based approach to learning in early years is promoted by many western discourses. However, the understanding of educators regarding play can vary through a whole range of adult involvement levels to complete freedom allowing children to play without intrusion or interference form adults. The concept of play is often contested, how the adults working with children interpret play will have a big impact on how they deliver a play-based curriculum. 
Due to lack of support and guidance surrounding the many key terms and underlying pedagogy of the foundation phase, many practitioners reverted back to what they knew and felt confident and comfortable with. Falling back into a more formal way of teaching, which some felt was required to meet the demands of formal assessments which still exist despite the move to a Play-based and child-centred curriculum, causing even more confusion and misunderstanding. 
When evaluating the foundation phase Welsh Government (2015) acknowledged that there were general misunderstandings held with practitioners about the Foundation Phase. This was reflected in a report from Early Years Advisors that as a response to pressures to improve standards around literacy and numeracy, there was a focus on previous more formal teaching.
Practitioner understanding of play-based learning, and what is expected of them is essential to effective implementation. If the practitioners working with children daily do not have a sound understanding of what is meant by play-based there will be misunderstandings and various interpretations, resulting in much inconsistency. Gareth Evans (2022) states that teachers cannot be expected to independently transition to a culture of autonomy from one of regulation seamlessly. Support is needed on the path from old to new. Practitioners are not likely to feel confident implementing a curriculum they do not fully understand. During the stocktake Siraj (2014) found that during the initial implementation of the Foundation Phase many schools quickly reverted to more familiar, formal ways in a struggle to maintain standards. This was a result of lack of understanding around learning through play and the theories and principles behind it. Many schools found they had a chaotic free-for-all environment as they were unable to create an environment to support this new way of learning. 
In their report on improving schools in Wales OECD (2014) suggests that formative assessment is dependant on the effective implementation. However, such effective implementation varies greatly even when teachers are trained and willing with adequate support. Key issues with implementation have been identified to include a weak understanding of formative assessments by teachers. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2015) recognise that there was conflict between developmental assessments based on age related specific statement and approach to teaching which centres on play and experiential learning. 
In the successful futures review of the New Curriculum for Wales Donaldson (2015) states that in the early stages of implementation it is important to provide further guidance and detail of assessments, content and pedagogy to support practice and improve understanding. It was recognised that the approach may be more easily adopted in some schools than others, and some teachers will be better placed to embrace the approach. 
Waters (2015) states that a significant change in pedagogical approach was required of practitioners who needed to take on a new way of thinking based on sociocultural theory. Practitioners would need adequate support and time to come to understand, recognise and adapt to the practical and philosophical changes asked of them. Without this time and support they were left with little option other than to uphold a fallback position of their well know developmental approaches characteristic of the previous curricular.
Quality training needed
To successfully support child centred play-based learning in the Foundation Phase, there needed to be a change in practitioner behaviour and thinking. One of the first challenges was for practitioners to recognise and understand what is meant in the terminology. Ideas such as active learning, child-initiated and structured-play or practitioner-directed all had to have meaning for practitioners to understand and implement the curriculum (Maynard et al, 2013)
Danniels (2018) recognises the challenges practitioners are faced with when implementing a play-based curriculum whilst also needing to integrate the required academic standards. Welsh Government (2015) suggest that teachers of year 1 and year 2 classes in particular should be given extra attention, with further guidance and training on how to use the pedagogies of the Foundation Phase in their respective year groups. During an evaluation of the Foundation Phase Siraj-Blatchford et al (2006) noted that standards of literacy dropped after the 2nd year of implementation. This was considered to be due to a poor understanding of the pedagogy of play and experiential learning and less planning for individual needs. This was despite practitioners recognising that the child centred approach was more supportive of the children’s learning.
Sylva et al (2004) noted a significant link between reading and social development outcomes at age 5 and having highly trained teachers working with pre-school children. A positive relationship was noted between the quality rating and the qualifications of staff, with this resulting in improved outcomes for the children attending. Furthermore, in pre-schools where staff and specifically the manager were highly qualified, children were seen to make more progress in their learning and development.
In conclusion, recommendations for all stakeholders, including head teachers, practitioners, policy makers and the inspectorate to receive further training and guidance came from both the Foundation Phase Evaluation and the Stocktake. This training was considered to be crucial to developing the Foundation Phase further (Waters, 2015).







Section 2 
The United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC) represents the idea that every child is a unique and valuable human being and a rights holder, and this should be recognised and respected. Information Commissioners Office (no date)
Welsh Assembly Government (2008) state that the fundamental role of the practitioner was to facilitate learning within the foundation phase. 
Waters 2015 notes that the foundation phase curriculum seen learning as a continuum and planned to enable development and meet the needs of individual children. 
Foundation Phase 2015:4 (from pp slide) states that children’s own work must be encouraged, valued and respected for its originality in all areas of development. It is recognised that children learn and progress at different rates and should be allowed the opportunity to develop at their own individual and unique pace.
According to OECD (2013) it is essential to assess children to be able to measure progress and development and to inform planning for next steps of learning and improvement of teaching
The Te Whariki curriculum puts the child at the centre of their learning. Children are seen as competent and confident individuals and are encouraged to guide their own learning and take part in their own assessments. According to Ministry of Education (2016) assessment practices allow and support children to set their own goals and become involved in guiding their own learning.  
Ministry of Education (2021) states that assessment is formative and involves the children, families, teachers and others. For assessment to be effective in Early Childhood Education it involves ‘noticing, recognising and responding’ to children’s learning.
Ministry of Education 2016 suggests that teachers are carrying out informal assessments all of the time, they listen, interact and respond to children as well as observing. Any planned assessments also involve observations which may include taking photos or videos or collecting samples of work done by the children. Parents and family also contribute to the assessments and their knowledge of their child is included along with any achievements of the child at home and elsewhere. 
According to Ministry of Education (2016) assessments will be more valid when the teacher knows the child well and has high expectations. Relationships between teacher, children and their families is important and will influence the expectations of the teacher and outcomes of the assessment. 
Kaiako (teachers, educators, practitioners) recognise that babies and children are individuals and develop at different rates. Careful observation of infants is used to get to know individuals well, and comparisons of development between children is avoided. Children and their families are valued with each child’s culture being recognised and a place found in the curriculum for each child’s culture through song and dance, pictures and language (Ministry of Education, 2016). 
In Te Whariki exemplars (Examples of assessment) are used to assist the learning community, which consists of teachers, families, children and others to plan next steps and future learning pathways. Such assessments are not simply describe learning that has taken place, their main purpose is to enable the learning community to nurture and build on learning and the curriculum. The curriculum children experience during their early years is expected to empower them to become lifelong learners (Ministry of Education, 2016).
Veazey 2021 Documentation of assessments in Te Whariki is in the way of learning stories. These learning stories are contributed to by the child and family as well as the teacher, where assessment is solely for supporting and motivating children to reach their own potential. Children are not assessed against pre-set milestones or compared to other children.
There has been conflict within the foundation phase framework surrounding the play-based pedagogy and statutory outcomes regarding literacy and numeracy at years 1 and 2 which are very similar to previous outcomes of key stage 1. There is no single apparent underpinning approach, with Area of Learning descriptors indicating a dedication to a developmental approach, alongside constructivist approach and sociocultural pedagogies (Maynard et al, 2013)

Donaldson 2015 states that children are individuals are will have different approaches to learning, teachers should consider the previous knowledge and interests children when setting tasks. This varied range of needs cannot be met by a one-size -fits-all approach.
Children need opportunities to learn from mistakes, this helps build resilience and confidence. A can do attitude is achieved when learnings become engaged in goals they have an interest in and see as worthwhile. While examinations and tests have been used to encourage this motivation, if a teacher can support children to establish more intrinsic satisfaction from succeeding with a task after putting in the effort then they are able to achieve a sense of accomplishment in lifelong learning as opposed to passing a one-off exam and responding to external demands. Donaldson 2015
According to Estyn 2014 almost 40% of schools had a recommendation during inspection to make improvements to assessment, with this being the most frequent recommendation.
International research shows that effective formative assessment may be at risk of being undermined by pressures of the scores of summative tests. As a result of the standardised literacy and numeracy tests in Wales there is a danger that teachers will focus on these areas more than other areas of the curriculum and giving less consideration to the wider development of children. This is especially evident for students at the end of foundation phase in year 2, where teachers are expected to work to a play-based a curriculum which promotes learning by doing, developing thinking, communication skills and metacognition. Then prepare the same children for standardised tests in literacy and numeracy.  Whether these pencil and tests conflict with the emphasis of the curriculum needs to be addressed (OECD, 2014)






Section 3 
Blog – The importance of free flow play outdoors and practitioners views and barriers.
WHAT DO THE CURRICULUMS SAY?
White (no date) states that children have an intense desire to explore, experiment and develop an awareness of the environment and other living things around them. The outdoors awakens a fascination in children where they become curious and experience awe, wonder and joy. In their statement of what matters in the area of science technology Welsh Government (2022) state that children should be aware of the world around them and that as humans they are part of the living world and decisions, they make have an impact on other living things. Furthermore, recognising that animals and plants are living things that grow is part of progression stage one in the new curriculum for Wales. Likewise, Tovey (2021) speaks of the importance of the outdoor play environment and the capacity it has to encourage curiosity, imagination and creativity.
Welsh government (2015) suggested that independence and discovery should be promoted within the foundation phase environment with use of the outdoor environment being promoted as a means for children’s learning. 
In the Welsh Government (2021) Enabling Pathways document it is made clear that the outdoors plays a big part in children’s learning and development. According to Welsh Government (2021) opportunities are provided by the outdoors to inspire awe and wonder and outdoor learning can contribute to greater confidence, engagement and confidence. It is especially important for early years pre school children to be learning outdoors during this period of learning and it should be the key location for learning as it supports well-being and many areas of development, including emotional, social, and physical.

BENEFITS OF OUTDOOR/FREE FLOW PLAY 
According to White (no date) the role of the adult in outdoors environments should be given as much attention and regard as it would be indoors. Outdoor provisions should be considered part of daily life for children and not as an alternative or as an extension of indoor provision, it is essential. It is important that the adult displays awareness and flexibility as children behave and respond differently to outdoor spaces. Young children should be permitted to spend equal time outdoors as indoors.


When children are given the option and freedom to choose their environment and are permitted free access to the outdoors, they are not made to feel like the outdoors environment is limited and restricted treat. Children are confident they can go outside whenever they want to be active and run around or use up some energy there will be enough time to play their game and to finish their activity without being interrupted and made to go inside at the ring if a bell (Ouvrey and Furtado, 2019). Similarly, referring to the ideas of Froebel Tovey (2021) states that children often react more positively to learning experiences presented outdoors where they can have the freedom to discover and behave and interact in a different way to how they would in an indoor environment. Froebel thought that the quality of the environment and interactions it supports are crucial. Children should be afforded the space and time they need by adults to discover and learn in their own time.

BARRIERS TO FREE FLOW/OUTDOOR PLAY
Despite all of the benefits to outdoor play, many practitioners feel that outdoor play is not always possible. Many teachers and adults still consider play as a time where they stand back and supervise children’s free time, rather than recognising the value of play and the many learning opportunities that arise. 
According to Welsh government (2015) in the foundation phase review it was found that children had more access to the outdoor learning environment in funded-non maintained settings than in year 1 and 2 classes and the outdoors was seldom used as a continuous extension of the classroom. If was frequently stated by practitioners that the opportunities for outdoor learning were often influenced by the weather. Furthermore, during the time that was spent outdoors it was more likely to see children playing without support from an adult or supervised by an additional practitioner rather than a teacher. This could be considered a reflection of how teachers perceive and value outdoor play.
Leggett and Newman (2017) suggest that educators see their role in outdoor environments merely as a supervisor and that this undermines the value that play offers children as a primary source of development.


OVERCOMING THE BARRIERS
According to Ouvrey and Furtado (2019) limiting access to the outdoors and outdoor play does not help to improve children’s behaviour. Where children have been inside for a long time, anticipating ‘play time’ and are excited to go out there is more chance of a rush where accidents and arguments are prone to happen. Likewise, where play time is limited children may feel that they have to get to the more exciting toys first and may find it virtually impossible to share and take turns. Whereas if they know they can come and go outside as they please then they will have the time and space to engage in deeper activities and more meaningful play which develops over time.
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