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Section 1: The implementation of play based early years curricula, referring to Wales’ New Curricula 2022 and curricula in Scandinavian Countries. 
‘A curriculum must be child-centred and meet the diverse needs of all children, and to achieve this, teachers must know every child socially, physically and intellectually and recognise their different learning styles, strengths and needs. (Follari, 2015 cited in WordPress, no date) Every child is unique; therefore, curriculum must empower children and emphasize their voice, thus capturing their ideas. However, many argue that this is not the case throughout current curriculums and contend that the implementation of play based activities within schools are not promoted as thoroughly as they should be. Curriculum varies through various countries, offering children several varied opportunities. However, with many diverse opinions and educational approaches, the differences between the implementation of play based early years curricula is not always clear, therefore making complexity in identifying the benefits which could be promoted and impressionable in other countries.  
The Foundation Phase is the current curriculum in Wales, that teachers and early years practitioners must follow when planning activities and lessons for children ages three to seven. It has seven areas of learning, which must be promoted through lessons and activities.  The Foundation Phase strictly plans activities and learning around the areas promoted within the curriculum framework. The areas of learning are Welsh Language, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, Physical Development, Creative Development, Mathematical, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity Language and Literacy and Communication Skills. However, although these are very clear cut and give teachers direction in their planning, they do not permit room for child initiated and play based learning when compared to curriculums in other countries. (Welsh Government, 2015)
Moreover, a report by Mielonen and Paterson 2012 supports this view, and outlines that current curricula in Wales, known as the Foundation Phase, places too much emphasis on rigid topics within curriculum, taking away time that should be spent on implementing play into these areas. Suggestions were further made that curricula frameworks must make efforts to educate teachers on the importance of play, and how to plan more effectively to incorporate play into these areas effectively. Without this, children are missing out on engaging and worthwhile opportunities which will only strengthen their holistic development. (Mielonen and Paterson, 2012, P.17)
On the other hand, Wales’ new curriculum designed for 2022, has a bold and valuable mission, anticipating on making a positive impact on the education and well-being of young children. The focus of the new curriculum is creating a modern and up to date curriculum, which successfully prepares children for a future in a fast-developing digital environment. The curriculum endeavours to build flexible and creative individuals, who thrive on expanding their knowledge and experiences through developing their values and culture. The new curriculum underpinning allows teachers to organise and plan arrangements for assessment in schools. Teachers are directed on topics and activities to carry out with children. However, they are not given clear guidelines to follow as previously done in other curricula. The best interests of children and how best supported they can be within their education being left solely to individual teachers causes much debate within education. (Education Wales, April 2019) 
Alternatively, Scandinavian countries such as Finland, varies in terms of rationale, theoretical underpinning and general beliefs on the implementation of play based activities within their curriculum. In Finland, children do not start school until seven years old, with professionals believing that children ‘need time to play and be physically active’ and suggest that ‘it’s a time for creativity’.   There is no competitive race regarding maths, reading and writing, as there is in the UK. The objective within Finnish Education, is providing children with an enjoyable and enhancing learning environment that considers the child as an individual, encouraging them to learn how to attain positive social habits through forming friendships and enriching their language and communication skills. Education experts outline that their goal is not to prepare children academically for their futures, but to ‘make sure that the children are happy and responsible individuals’. (Butler, 2016)
Steiner endorses this and contended that a ‘child’s moral, spiritual and creative side needs as much attention as their intellect.’ (Newcombe, 2020). This view puts emphasis on the development of children as a whole and endorses Finland’s tranquil and child initiated educational curriculum. The effects of such an approach, have many advantages for the well-being of children. By attending to all children’s needs and striving to create children who have a strong outlook on their purpose and meaning, children can enjoy their education as opposed to being worried and anxious about testing and additional pressures. 
Many theorists such as Maria Montessori, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, and Brian Cambourne, support the importance of children being given opportunities to take part in play-based activities. Montessori summarizes that “children learn best by doing, and through repetition.” When children play, they develop their language and literacy competence. When doing this, gradual links between spoken and written language are made, whilst learning how to connect and communicate with others. In addition to this, knowledge is enhanced, encouraging growth in their holistic development.  (Mielonen and Paterson, 2012, P.17) ‘Open ended experiences enable the most valuable learning outcomes for all children while recognising the value of language, communication, social and emotional development’ (DEEWR, 2009 cited in WordPress, no date).
Furthermore, Piaget delineated that play based activities permits children to interact with their environment from learning through trial and error. Play based activities encourage children to take risks, through making observations and imitating others around them. Roskos and Christie (2004) supports Piagets view and defines that children use their imaginations more significantly through play-based activities, using past knowledge and experiences to develop their views and symbolic meanings of new events happening around them. As a result of using their imaginations through play-based activities, the development of reading and writing is significantly endorsed. (Mielonen and Paterson, 2012, P.17)
Saracho, 2004 argued that, teachers have an important role in promoting playful learning and contended that they must “develop the children’s literacy learning in the context of play, provide opportunities for quality interactions and cultivate spontaneous and flexible literacy behaviours in young children.” (Saracho, 2004, p.205 Cited in Mielonen and Paterson, 2012, P.17)
Furthermore, Lahman cited in Millar 2012, supports and encourages the role of the adult in children’s play, maintaining that children are ‘both the notions of competent and vulnerable, worded as competent yet vulnerable child may be held simultaneously as a way of considering the unique position of children’. This view upholds children’s right of being listened to, under article 12 The United Nation’s Convention on the rights of the child.  (Children and Young People's Commissioner, 2020)
The benefits of such an approach, is visible when comparing educational outcomes to other countries. Finland does not have inspections carried out in early years settings, by outside agencies. However, there is a system of self-assessment for practitioners and teachers, in order to ensure that care and education provided to children is of a high standard and creates a positive learning environment.
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), carries out vigorous testing on students, in various learning areas such as maths, reading and science. From this, the quality of education given to children across countries can be determined. 
PISA 2018 also asked students to assess their own life satisfaction; Finnish 15-year-olds gave this a mean score of 7.61 on a scale of one to ten. If you chart the scores for life satisfaction against those for reading proficiency, it becomes clear that Finland is the only country where both categories are at a high level. This may indicate a positive balance between school and other aspects of life, just as Finnish adults, according to international comparisons, enjoy an admirable level of work-life balance.
Section 6 of the Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan 2013 endorses the vital role of reflective practitioners in childcare settings. It affirms that support and services provided to children, must be right and to a high standard from the offset. The plan stresses a need for settings to maintain multi agency approaches, in order to establish individual identified needs for each child. This ensures that standards are raised, and outcomes are enhanced continuously. However, the plan continues to suggest that ‘appropriate regulation and inspection arrangements and high-quality training and development for the workforce. Additionally, (practitioners must) work towards a more coherent system of assessing, tracking and monitoring a child’s developmental progress across the early years.’  (Building a Brighter Future, no date) 
However, Delpit cited in Millar 2012 opposes these views, and argues that child led and child centred pedagogies privileges middle class children only. He outlined that children from less privileged backgrounds do not develop positively from such an approach. Delpit 2012, further explains that a child led approach to learning does not teach children expected codes of behaviour and progressivist pedagogy is a more beneficial system. 
Overall, the implementation of play based early years curricula in Wales compared to Scandinavian countries such as Finland, is very discernible. PISA scores in Wales, have been dramatically lower than Finland’s for many years, suggesting that more similarities in Wales new curriculum would be very beneficial to children in Wales and their development. With ‘students in Finland scoring higher than the OECD average in reading (520 score points), mathematics (507) and science (522)’. (OECD, 2019) This is supported by Wightwick 2019, who has delineated that ‘Wales’ schools system has been ranked the worst in the UK for the fifth time running in the international Pisa tests’ and remains ‘still behind the other UK nations and the international average.’ From analysing these results, it is apparent that Wales must adopt a more relaxed and child led approach, thus allowing children to express themselves freely through play, initiated by themselves and their interests, not strictly on set areas for learning. 
Counteracting this, it may not possible for countries to simply adopt a new approach to learning. Due to many factors and cultural differences, professionals in different countries face different levels of respect and support. For example, in Finland, teachers have a robust background, where pedagogical comes naturally through trialling diverse teaching styles. Additionally, in Finland, teachers derive from the highest positioning graduates, and require the same level and training as doctors and lawyers in the UK. Furthermore, for this reason teachers are given a significantly higher amount of respect than they currently do in Wales. When comparing smaller population size of Finland to the UK, it could be clear why the UK cannot be as selective and discerning when choosing their teachers and early years professionals. This may possibly be evidence to support why education is less stressful and more relaxed in Scandinavian countries as opposed to the UK. As endorsed by Hart 2017, ‘What society in Finland does – perhaps better than anywhere else – is look after, value and trust each other. If visitors, legislators and commentators could take one lesson away from the Finnish education system, it should be that one.’ 



















Section 2: The evaluation of methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula. 
Pedagogy refers to, “that set of instructional techniques and strategies which enable learning to take place and provide opportunities for the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes and dispositions within a particular social and material context.  It refers to the interactive process between teacher and learner and to the learning environment” (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002)
In order to ensure that children are provided with a high standard of education and care, and are therefore progressing in their development, there are many methods of assessment, progress tracking and age-related development models been advised. For example, The Welsh Government defines assessment as a crucial aspect within education. Early years professionals across Wales, use both formative and summative assessment within schools. Assessment and progress tracking ensures that children are progressing within their development and meeting milestones. Early years professionals must recognise that children’s ‘identity, language, ability and background may affect the support they may need, given their individual circumstances’. The benefits of this approach is that, the general well being of children is considered before beginning to plan around individual needs. This ensures that a positive emotional well-being is maintained, therefore creating an ideal and happy learning environment. (Curriculum for Wales, 2020).
Initially, it is the responsibility of headteachers to implement assessment within schools. From using guidance of methods of assessment, teaching and academic negotiations can shape throughout schools. A benefit of this, is that outside agencies and networks can get involved to provide support to individual children, ensuring that no child is left behind. (Curriculum for Wales, 2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk36302308]Furthermore, the Welsh Government suggests that ‘assessment should not be used to make a one-off judgement on the overall achievement of a learner at a set age or point in time against descriptors or criteria on a ‘best-fit’ basis’. 
Assessment ought to be completed through three stages. Firstly, assessment should be ongoing and daily in order to uncover barriers to individuals learning. From this, practitioners can plan for areas to improvement and implement strategies moving forward, without it being noticeable to the child. When compared against paper testing, this approach provides teachers and early years practitioners with a true representation of a child’s development, putting no stresses on children. (Curriculum for Wales, 2020). 
The second stage focuses on children’s performance over time. This comprises of early years practitioners endeavouring to understand how and what children have learned, and whether they are able to validate their knowledge. Similarly, to the first stage, stage two encourages practitioners to communicate effectively regarding additional interventions and support that children may need and differs in terms of time scale. The second stage focuses on long term goals and teaming together with parents and additional agencies on how best to provide children with a fun and engaging environment, whilst ensuring that they are advancing with their learning. (Curriculum for Wales, 2020). 
The third stage applies to school settings, reflecting on their service that they provide to children. Through assessment, practitioners and teachers can determine whether groups of children are making developmental progress. Depending on results, planning for improvements to practice within school environments can take place and suggestions to improvements within curriculums.  A benefit of this approach is that it ensures all children are treated fairly and equally and certifies that children from disadvantaged backgrounds have additional support for their educational attainment to expand along with peers. This form of assessing does not apply externally however more so to performance of a school itself, thus creating an environment of reflective practitioners.  (Curriculum for Wales, 2020).
On the other hand, under section 108 of the Education Act 2002, proposed by the National Assembly, early years practitioners have a duty to implement assessment in schools. At ages four and five, on beginning reception class and being taught through the Foundation Phase medium, children are assessed by statutory national assessment, recognised as a ‘baseline assessment’. At age seven, at the end of the Foundation Phase and end of Key Stage 2, age 7, teachers carry out a summative assessment. Additionally, all children from the age of 6 through to 11, take part in annual national standardised testing, which assesses their reading and numeracy. However, the results of national standardised testing, are used as summative data and used as performance data. (European Commission, 2019). 
Efforts have been made by the Welsh Government to combat children worrying and feeling anxious over standardized testing, by introducing assessments which are more personal to the child’s ability and will be done on computers rather than paper. 
Moreover, the Welsh Government have proposed assessment in Wale’s new Curriculum, being implemented from September 2022 onwards. This is evidence to suggest that professionals believe that assessment is fundamental and worthwhile. Proposals have been planned vigorously and indicate that assessment must be for personal and constructive purposes only, as opposed to research purposes to assess performance in countries. For example, to provide professionals with meaningful evidence to enable them to plan for educational outcomes for the unique child, amended to their individual needs. The new curriculum have proposed the passing of legislation for this to become law, ensuring that children are taken seriously and respected by all care givers around them. Lastly, steps within planning will be referenced in terms of progression throughout expectations ranging from 5-16 and will be enunciated by an array of outcomes within children’s developmental ranges. (European Commission, 2019). 
The Foundation Phase contends that ‘children should move on to the next stages of their learning when they are developmentally ready and at their own pace’. This suggests that children should not be categorised into groups based on ability or age. Nevertheless, children must be encouraged to reach goals and targets at a period that is reasonable for their personal ability. 
Furthermore, grouping children into categories based on age and stage, does not contemplate to the unique child.  
The United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child upholds the vitality of children having their rights promoted through play. Under article 29, children have the right to express themselves through their education. This includes their personality, qualities, capacities and skills. Additionally, the role of an adult within early years settings, is to develop a suitable culture, which challenges learners to achieve progress individually. This can be accomplished by practitioners creating an environment where children feel safe, trusted and comfortable, eliminating the possibility of a barrier forming. The benefit of this is that children will form a strong and positive relationship with their practitioners, resulting in learning becoming more enjoyable and natural. This impressionable behaviour from role models, indicates to children how to respect others and themselves, as well as their environment. (UNICEF, no date)
Supporting this view is Department for Education 2015, who have uncovered through studies, that less prescriptive approaches in early years, when compared with settings that abide by one pedagogy, promote more positive outcomes for children using their services. They continued to justify that their evaluation of stage appropriate activities within practice, indicated no additional academic outcomes for children however, they were proven to impact children’s development. For example, children who took part in stage related play-based activities were able to form strong interpersonal relationships and were motivated in their learning. The report later supported Montessori approach, explaining that it had greater benefits for children’s learning and development through play-based activities. Areas that are effective and developed by this approach being reading, math and problem solving. 
Additionally, the Welsh Government in Education Wales 2017 outlines their concerns regarding assessment results and progress tracking in Wales, stating that it is ‘no hiding (their) collective disappointment with the recent Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results.’ This is evidence to suggest that schools across Wales, are not performing how they should be. The benefit of progress tracking and assessment is that concerns as such can be measured and therefore acted upon. If assessment was not carried out, shortfalls within children’s educational attainment and school performances could go unnoticed. As a result of this, children may fall behind and not fulfil their potential, and therefore not reflect the skills PISA acknowledges as essential for young people to acquire, in a united and complex world in which they live. ‘Education reform is essential to Wales’ future as a strong, prosperous and socially cohesive society.’ 
Theorists Jean Piaget, Howard Gardner and Jerome Bruner have derived the work of Lev Vygotsky, who delineated that both children and adults assemble their knowledge from the people and environment around them. The Reggio approach to educational learning portrays the child as, ‘a strong, capable protagonist in his or her own learning, and, importantly, as a subject of rights.’ The approach is favoured in many countries, due to the notion of children expressing themselves through arts, playing a crucial role in learning. The relationship between teacher and child is exceptional and equal, providing significant attention to observation. Although observation is comprehensive, the Reggio approach places priority over what children learn during play and learning processes as opposed to what they have learned as the result. (Early Education Support, 2006)
Additionally, the Reggio Approach considers and promotes community and parent-school relationships very closely, the child’s wider environment and views teachers as learners. The benefits of this approach is that outstanding communication is maintained between all caregivers in a child’s life. This ensures that all aspects of children’s lives are considered when planning for and carrying out activities and learning for children. The results of such an approach have been very distinctive and have provided children with a remarkable style of learning, making a dramatic difference to their holistic development and needs as a unique child. (Early Education Support, 2006) 
The Reggio Approach outlines that ‘the child is made of one hundred. The child has a hundred languages a hundred hands a hundred thoughts a hundred ways of thinking of playing, of speaking’ (Loris Malaguzzi cited in Early Education Support, 2006). This view is promoted whilst carrying out the approach and encourages children to exercise their remarkable curiosity about the world during a distinct phase in terms of development, early years.  Children are inspired to use their ‘hundreds of hands and thoughts’ to participate and express themselves through play-based activities such as painting, dancing, role play, puppetry and music. The Reggio Approach practitioners understand the importance of developing children’s language and literacy however, a child led and play based attitude enables children to express their feelings and emotion, therefore expressing their imagination and enabling them to search for knowledge and understanding. This approach of seeing children as the subject of rights rather than needs, has been very beneficial to individuals and additionally, the outcomes of education in countries alone.
[bookmark: _Hlk36644998]Furthermore, this is evidence to suggest that choosing to see children as the subject of rights rather than needs, age or stage is far more effective in terms of children’s development and well-being, than other approaches. A rigorous and strict mindset from practitioners when planning activities and lessons for example, around guidelines in the Foundation Phase may diminish the excitement and fun aspect to learning for children involved. The effect of this, could possibly mean that children are forced to express themselves in a way they are expected to rather than how they feel. Although the Foundation Phase and additional approaches to assessment, progress tracking and development models successfully benefit children in terms of proposing goals and targets for improvement, the outcomes of a more ‘free’ play based education where children can take lead of their learning has been argued to be more beneficial to the holistic well-being and development of children and has been shown through PISA results and success as a country. Afterall ‘early years settings should be a place where all of the children’s senses are engaged and stimulated.’ (A Curriculum Framework for Children 1999 cited in Early Education Support, 2006)
It is fundamental that children are provided with an environment where they feel comfortable and happy to approach their early years professionals. If children feel confident and at ease, they will form warm and supportive relationships with those around them, including children. A benefit of this is that they will feel assured to take risks and tackle new tasks and activities. Importantly, from feeling this way, children will also see making mistakes as being ‘normal’ and part of their learning process. Overall, practitioners must be realistic in their expectations to children, and adapt their teaching and planning to suit the unique child, through assessing, observing and reflecting on learning processes in general. (Early Education Support, 2006) 







Section 3: 
A Unique child: Independence Matters.  
Hollie Biddle 
Wednesday, 25th March 2020
Despite its benefits, is it time to revise early years professionals training on the importance and impact of play based curriculum, ponders Hollie Biddle. 
[image: ]
	                 (Cairn Training, 2017).
A question that has been disconcerting me, is if early years professionals are truly aware of the benefits of play and if it is being disregarded within schools and nurseries.  
‘Successful Futures’ outline that being educated and gaining knowledge through subjects, has remained relevant throughout many decades and consequently is the best approach to learning. – Does this also mean that play is being overlooked? 
Successful Futures declares that for many teachers and schools the key task has become to implement external expectations however, at the same time reveals that curriculum reform must contain professionals who strive to be empowering, ambitious, responsive and inclusive. The fundamentality and impact of play based curriculum is not mentioned here. Again, suggesting that professionals do not take play as a responsibility. 
The United Nation Convention on the Rights of the child maintain that children have a right to play and it must be provided with a broad range of education and learning opportunities. I find this information very concerning, as I have recently seen first-hand, that focus is simply not on play within early years settings and children are not provided with significant opportunity to engage in play with peers. (Successful Futures, 2015)
An interesting point to remember here is that, education officials have suggested that ‘committing to a proper class size reduction policy would lessen the workload burden on teachers while improving both the quality and quantity of time teachers spend with pupils.’ (Evans, 2016). 
However, I have been in settings where teachers are sitting with children individually, paying more attention to what they ‘should’ know for their ‘age’ or ‘stage’, rather than striving to develop their independence and take the time to observe the child’s individual needs and understand what improvements could be made to help the child. Here, opportunity to create a one on one form of play has been missed, encouraging no curiosity or imaginative play for the child. 
This leaves me wondering, do practitioners have a high enough standard of training on the benefits of play, to truly understand the effect it has on children’s holistic development? Or are they purely ignoring child led play and adhering to strict guidelines endorsed by curriculum, in order to raise their performance as a setting. 
Additionally, I believe that a stronger emphasis is needed in the form of policies and legislations, for schools to execute more of a play based and child led attitude towards educating children. This would develop a consistent understanding of what is expected of teachers, early years professionals across the board. 
Furthermore, I strongly suppose that doing so would establish a more positive and thorough relationship between professionals and parents. Also, potentially educating parents at the same time on the impact of play on their children’s development. 
Moreover, working in partnership and putting children’s happiness before assessing and observing is something that all early year’s professionals must never fail to do. They must recognise that learning through play supports the development of early literacy and numeracy skills in, while also cultivating children’s social, emotional, physical, and creative skills. (The Lego Foundation, 2019) From allowing children to use their senses and explore their world, they will become far more interested in their own learning and learn through what interests them. From having fun through play, children often do not realise they are learning at the same time and will make the best out of play based activities provided for them. 
I contend that it is fundamental and crucial that teachers, practitioners and parents all attain an education on play based learning and work together to create environments similar to those of Scandinavian countries, where the benefits have Shon through individuals achievements and also countries as a whole. I am certain that children’s well-being and development would benefit greatly from professionals implementing play-based approaches in greater depth. Approaches such as cooperative, discovery, inquiry and project based and lastly Montessori education would, I am sure would create happier and healthier children who are eager to learn about their world around them. 
Afterall, imagine that children held critical social and emotional skills in their future because they were able to learn through being hands on, resolve conflicts and be advocates for themselves. Additionally, play enables children to develop additional skills such as conquering fears, building re silence and dealing with social challenges whilst enhancing and promoting their need to express their imagination and curiosity in the world they live in. 
Written by BA Early Years Education and Care student Hollie Biddle.  
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