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Wales and the next Educational Reform. 
Is Wales ready for another change? 

Introduction
The ever-changing Welsh Curriculum. 
 
In 2019, Wales ranked the lowest in the UK for global Pisa testing, for the fifth time over (Wightwick 2019 and OECD 2019). These consistent low scores encouraged the Welsh Assembly to implement a new learning curriculum called the Foundation Phase in 2008 (Welsh Government, 2008a). The play-based curriculum aim was to replace subjects, such as physical education in its traditional form (Wainwright, 2015) and use more experimental learning, focus on play-based methods to engage children and to step away from the formal methods previously seen in Key Stage 1 and 2. However, in 2015 Professor Graham Donaldson was asked to conduct a fundamental review on the Foundation phase, which has led to another curriculum being created called “Successful Futures” (Welsh Government, 2015). Welsh Government (2020b) states the new curriculum will be rolled out to all primary children from September 2022. The New Curriculum ‘Successful Futures’ will replace what the Welsh Government previously described as the narrow and outdated curriculum in 1988 (Wainwright 2015). Jeremy Miles, the education minister for Wales has stated the New Curriculum focuses on children’s well-being, their progression and provides children with many more opportunities (Gregory, 2021). The purpose of this paper is to discuss the current curriculum for Wales, touch on the barriers which have occurred and investigate what we expect from the New Curriculum. 

How did Wales gain the power to be able to make a change? 
In 1999, National Assembly for Wales gained responsibility for Education within Wales. Institute for Government (2020) explains, before 1999, Wales held no power to pass any Primary Legislation, however by 2007 Primary Legislation could be passed without having to gain approval from West Minister (Institute for Government 2020). Following The Government of Wales Act 1998, this placed Wales in an influential position to be able to control, decide and structure education and training within Wales (Welsh Government, 2020a). The intention for Wales was to set out a new curriculum which included a revolutionary improvement for Early Years and to build stronger educational foundations (The National Assembly for Wales, 2010). The document from National Assembly ‘The Learning Country’ (Welsh Government,2001) states the objectives for Wales was to hold a curriculum which enables children to have the best start in life, a curriculum which extends opportunities and a curriculum which strengthens education and training. This placed Wales in the dominant position to plan and begin the Foundation Phase. 

The Foundation Phase. 
In 2008, Wales introduced The Foundation Phase, a statutory curriculum for all 3–7-year-old children (Wainwright et al 2016, Welsh Government 2016 and Waters 2015). The curriculum is utilized in the funded and non-funded education sectors across Wales and at present being used in Wales (Taylor and Waldron 2016). The Foundation Phase was created to replace Early Years, which was aimed for children aged 3-5 years old and Key Stage one which was aimed for children age 5-7 years old. Welsh Government (2015) states play is a vital part of the Foundation Phase. When children play it provides them with the opportunity to have first-hand experiences, make decisions for themselves and strengthen their learning. The Welsh Government Document the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) discusses in detail, how children learning through play is vital. Children can learn about the rules of social behaviour through play, they can become self-aware and learn how to persevere (Welsh Government, 2015). UNICEF (2018), McInnes et al (2013) and Welsh Government (2008) agree explaining the importance of play-based learning. Play is one of the most significant ways we can teach young children’s new skills, gain new knowledge, and offer first-hand experiences (UNICEF, 2018 and Welsh Government 2008).  However, concerns have been brought to the surface on just how often play-based provision is being used in settings following the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). Waters (2016) and Wood (2008) states for play-based learning to be effective, practitioners need to be aware of exactly what it is. Practitioners must understand the terminology of what structured play looks like, what child-initiated play looks like and what exactly is practitioner-directed play. To support this further, Waters (2015) explains when the Foundation Phase was introduced, in the pilot stage an evaluation was taken from 41 different settings and 21 local authorities. The outcome of the evaluation revealed additional support was needed to develop and maintain consistent pedagogies. Additionally, The Welsh Government document ‘Evaluating the foundation key findings on pedagogy and understanding (Welsh Government, 2014) stated more adult-led provision was recorded than child-led play provision. Therefore, this could highlight the lack of actual play within settings in Wales. To investigate this in more depth, Professor Iram Siraj held an independent stocktake on the Foundation Phase in Wales (Welsh Government, 2013).  Some of the aims of the stocktake were for Professor Iram Siraj to examine how well the Foundation Phase has been implemented, identify if there was a variety of training and leadership across settings and make recommendations for improvements (Welsh Government, 2013).
As areas of concerns are discussed here, barriers are highlighted and details on how the New Curriculum has set out expectations to limit the same issues occurring again.
Iram Siraj stated the concept of play seemed to vary depending on the school and the class age. It seems structured literacy and numeracy are seen in classrooms as a priority, especially in Year 1 and Year 2 (Welsh Government, 2013). Additionally, the Welsh Government Evaluating the Foundation Phase Key Findings (Welsh Government, 2014) echoed this, explaining all age classes were observed, however the older the year classes had less play and more form in their lessons. It seems Literacy and Numeracy are still being seen as a priority (Welsh Government, 2013). It should be taken into consideration here teachers could be focusing on children achieving on the Literacy and Numeracy Tests (Welsh Government, 2019). Wainwright et al (2016) explains the importance of teachers not returning to sedentary, structured, and formal methods, previously seen in Key Stage 2 with the aim to hit test results. Instead, they should have confidence in the Foundation Phase that it will display progression in children’s learning (Wainwright et al, 2016). Kirsty Williams the previous Education minister for Wales states the purpose of the reading and numeracy assessments in Wales is to gain information on children’s progress, they should not be made stressful or pressured for children (Wightwick, 2019). However, a survey, taken from the Children’s Commissioner in 2019 states that 42% of children between the age of 7-11 years old in Wales were worried about school tests (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019). Going forward, The New Curriculum for Wales will be steering away from the age-appropriate expectations, seen in the Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (Welsh Government, 2017). Instead, the new Curriculum, Successful Futures which has been designed by Graham Donaldson (Welsh Government, 2015b) does not asses’ children by a specific age, the learning process is the same for every child. The assessment is based on progression steps from children aged 5 years old to 16 years old. Welsh Government (2021) states when a child or young person is now under an assessment, the process will be very different to the structured, tick box method previous seen in the Foundation Phase. Instead, the process will be focused on supporting individuals daily, identifying and reflecting on the child’s progress over some time and understanding how certain groups progress at different rates (Welsh Government, 2021). Teaching in Wales with the New Curriculum will be focused more now on the development of the child, rather than adding pressure to hit expectations by a certain age. The inflexible system of the tests adds unnecessary pressure to the teaches and the pupils (Gregory, 2021).

Professor Iram Siraj discusses another area of concern was the inconsistent professional learning of The Foundation Phase throughout Wales (Welsh Government, 2013). The General Teaching Standard for Scotland (2020) defines professional learning as a chance for teachers to engage, stimulate their thinking and professional knowledge to ensure their practice is current. The European Commissioner (2021) states according to the Professional Standards teachers are professional learners who are required to undertake specific professional duties including any new professional duties, such as a new curriculum. The stocktake highlighted the variability of professional learning across Wales and the curriculum was applied differently in each setting (Welsh Government, 2013). Waters (2015) states the Stocktake suggests 23 recommendations for the Welsh Government and 9 were related purely on professional development. It should be taken into consideration here this could be since only fifty-seven percentage of teachers reported to making significant changes within their class planning to include the Foundation Phase, a fifth made some effort and the rest made none (Welsh Government, 2014). Therefore, this could see an inconsistency in shared knowledge of the Foundation Phase across all schools. Furthermore, Estyn (2010) states the data which was provided to them from the Welsh Assembly regarding the Foundation Phase professional learning does not include any information regarding the number of practitioners who were trained in the Foundation Phase. The Welsh Government document ‘Foundation Phase Action Plan’ (Welsh Government, 2017) states schools are showing inconsistent professional practice. An area to take into consideration is in the Welsh Government Document (2014) Evaluating the ‘Foundation Phase Key Findings on Pedagogy and Understanding’ states, some practitioners received the professional development training in the Foundation Phase, however some practitioners were reluctant or not comfortable in moving on from the more traditional methods of formal teaching, therefore, the Foundation Phase was not being consistently used throughout (Welsh Government, 2014). Additionally, The Welsh Government document ‘Foundation Phase Action Plan’ (Welsh Government, 2016) states schools are showing inconsistent practice of the Foundation Phase. The delivery of professional learning development is key to ensuring the curriculum is used to its full potential is necessary (Welsh Government, 2016). Likewise, Welsh Government (2014) states in the independent stock take for the Foundation Phase, it was difficult to compare how well the Foundation Phase had been rolled out, due to the inspection process of Estyn and CSSIW being different in maintained and non-maintained settings (The Welsh Government, 2014). 
In contrast to this, rather than all schools following the same curriculum and professional learning methods, The New Curriculum provides each school in Wales with the responsibility of creating their own curriculum and is based on children’s individual progress (Welsh Government, 2020) therefore inconsistence practice is expected. Welsh Government (2021) states shared expectations have been agreed between the Welsh Government, Regional consortia, and Estyn on what the new curriculum in Wales will look like when it is introduced in Wales. Welsh Government (2021) explains we recognise that when planning and developing the New Curriculum, all schools will be going at a different pace, different places and using different focuses. However, we do recommend all schools use the Curriculum for Wales as a guide to support their planning if needed (Welsh Government, 2021). 

Conclusion.  
Based on this evidence, it seems more planning and further considerations on the professional development of the New Curriculum should be considered. The Foundation Phase includes a large emphasis on play; however, this is not being viewed enough in settings across Wales.  The aim for the New Curriculum would be to avoid similar barriers, such as inconsistent professional learning, less pressure on structured assessments and see more play-based learning within settings.  It appears the plan for the New Curriculum will need to gain more specific evidence on how many practitioners have received the professional development, gain the full understanding of the concepts of play-based learning and for this is monitored in more detail. 

Section Two 
Out with the Old and in with the New. 
Research on the current assessment method in Wales vs what we can expect from the assessment method for the New Curriculum in Wales. Researching whether the unique child is considered in both assessments. 

What is the unique child?
Early Education (2012), EYFS (2015) and Early Years Matters (2021b) explain the concept of The Unique child is a child who is continuously learning, a child who is confident, feels self-assured and happy as an individual. Every Child Matters (2021b) explains children are born competent learners, who are capable, confident, and self-assured. To provide children with the opportunity to become unique, each child needs to feel comfortable with developing new skills such as confidence and resilience (Early Years Matters 2021). A unique child is considering every child’s unique ability, it is allowing children to find their voice and know they are being listened to (EYFS, 2015).  
EYFS (2015) states for a child to become unique, the role of the practitioner is often for them to step away and allow children to play, allow children to explore their likes and dislikes and to build relationships with other children. For this to be able to happen, the role of the practitioner is to step back and observe, allow for more child-led play and less adult-led play. In an ideal situation the child should be observed from a far, however in one-to-one situations Seattle’s Children (2021) states the role of the practitioner should be considered to allow for children’s independence to build, and their unique qualities to be shown. Factors to consider when supporting a child to become unique is to provide the child with praise, describe what the child is doing and display that you are listening to the child. Great Schools (2010) explains to support a child to become unique, communication is key, the language which is used is important. Take for example if a child has invited you to play with them use positive language, such as ‘I see you are stacking those blocks’ and identify any details, colours or textures about the blocks. This can provide children with a sense of confidence and self-direction.  However, avoid questions such as ‘what colour is this block?’ or ‘do you want to build a tower’. This could lead to children not following their own instincts and it could have a negative effect on their own self-confidence (Seattle’s Children 2021). Pacey (2021) states for children to be viewed as unique, inclusivity must be considered. Regardless of a child’s background, gender, culture, or socio-economic background. Children should be able to express themselves and feel fully supported for this by practitioners (Pacey, 2021). EYFS (2015) states inclusion practice can support the development of a unique child. Inclusion is ensuring all children and parents feel welcome at settings. From communicating to parents, listening to children’s views and allowing children to express themselves fully, this all impacts a child becoming who they would like to be and encourages their uniqueness (EYFS, 2015) Alsubaie (2015) discusses how children’s classrooms are more multicultural than ever, and teachers are in a situation where inclusion is a very vital element of teaching. Alsubaie (2015) believes the more teachers know about their students, such as cultural backgrounds, multicultural beliefs, or certain methods of learning, the more efficient their teaching will be to support the unique child. 
Welsh Government (2015) explains the unique child is mentioned in the Foundation Phase which is the current curriculum for Wales. Welsh Government (2015) discusses how the current curriculum supports the unique child, explaining children learn at different rates, they learn at their own unique pace and learn in diverse ways. Children should be given the opportunity to practice new skills, reflect on their work and evaluate their work (Welsh Government, 2015). Additionally, The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) states the Foundation Phase concentrates on the developmental needs of each child, it promotes equality, values diversity and the aim is to see children holistically develop. However, the assessment process, which is held for children in Wales currently, The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015a) consists of a method of assessment which does not consider the unique child. 
The Framework which is used to assess children in Wales (Welsh Government, 2015a) separates children’s learning expectations into age brackets. To be more specific, it focuses on children of 3 to 7 years of age, every single year.  Each category is split into columns and states a list of specific skills each child ‘should’ be displaying by a certain age. Additionally, European Commissioner (2021) states annual standardised assessment tests for reading and numeracy are taken between the age of 6-7 years old and 10-11 years old children in Wales. Welsh government (2018) states teachers use the Compact Profile scoring method, which categorises children into ages and displays standardised progression to assess children.  According to Robinson (2010) assessing children by age can be restrictive, when children are assessed this way, it could be considered that we are educating our children in batches. Realistically, the only one area the children who are being assessed have in common is their age. This is not considering that all children are unique, all children learn in different ways and by observing children’s skills based on age is a restrictive dated way of thinking (Robinson, 2010). When children are assessed by age and their skills are recorded by ability this can have negative effects on children’s development (Dweck 1991). When children gain an understanding of what ability is in school, they understand what it stands for, and this can have an impact on their motivation towards achieving their goals. Furthermore, once a child is aware their ability is being compared to all the other children in the class, this can have an influence on their opinion on themselves, therefore they are not being seen as unique and they could follow a fixed mindset which could restrict a child becoming unique (Dweck, 2010). Spencer (2017) discusses the differences between a fixed or growth mindset from Dweck (1991). Firstly, a ‘fixed’ mindset is when people believe they are either smart or not smart. A fixed mindset is a narrow way of thinking, which results in avoiding challenges, ignoring any feedback, and categorising people’s talent in a restrictive way. In contrast (Dweck, 2010) believes a ‘growth’ mindset is viewed as the ability to be able to take on challenges, that it is ok to make mistakes and be expected to put the effort and hard work into something for results. It could be suggested that children are currently being assessed in Wales using an assessment tool which has a fixed mindset view, by using age bracket expectations, rather than considering each child’s unique potential. To support this further, Ragan (2014) discusses Dweck held a study to view the impacts of using praise with children and the importance of what language is used. The study was held across the nation, using 400 students. A simple test was held first, one in which Dweck was confident the children would all get right. However, at the end of the test, half of the group of children were praised for their intelligence and the other half were praised for their effort. Then, the next test had options, the children could either select the harder test than before or a similar one to the first one. Ragan (2014) and Dweck (2010) states 67% of the children who were praised for their intelligence opted for the easier test, however 97% of the children who were praised for effort opted for the harder test. Dweck (2010) explains for the children who were praised for intelligence, this suggests they are using a fixed mindset. Children could be thinking if they take the harder test, they may fail, then what would people think if they did fail. In contrast, the children praised for effort appeared more confident to take on a new challenge, they did not seem to be concerned about making any mistakes and over-all following a growth mindset (Dweck, 2010). Therefore, by using a fixed mindset and age expectation assessment tools, we could be providing children with the opinion you are either good at something or not. Furthermore, Robinson (2010) explains it is time to move away from children viewing themselves and intelligent or not intelligent, this is a fixed mindset and restricting children. Many children who have grown up to be adults, are very skilled and talented, however, they still believe they are not due to the education assessment system. 
In contrast to this, Welsh Assembly (2015) states the New Curriculum for Wales assessment process will differ. Instead of assessing children in levels of achievement it will be assessing children based on progression steps, to encourage growth mindset for practitioners and learners. Welsh Government, (2019a) explains the progression steps are broad expectations of learning for children from the age of 5 to 16 years old. The progression steps are based on a learning progress over three years, and the steps should be used as a base for learning rather than an expectation for children to be at a certain age (Welsh Government, 2019b). Pickles (2021) explains the new assessment process will be based on the individuals’ strengths, achievements, and any areas of improvement. Power and Taylor (2020) states the progression steps are to be utilized as markers of each student’s educational journey. Teachers will now be expected to view students learning as progressive in comparison to any expected stage by age. Welsh Government (2020b) explains the new assessments should not be taken to make any judgements on children’s age or expected progression. Instead, they should be taken over time, and practitioners should be reflective on each child’s progress. Learning Stories could be an option for practitioners to assess children in Wales in line with the New Curriculum. Carr and Lee (2012), Alexander (2013) and Pack (2016) define a learning story as an assessment method used to observe children. Alexander (2013) states the concept of a learning story is for a practitioner to watch while a child plays. Making notes on what they can see the child doing, saying, playing with, playing with and any additional actions noted (Alexander, 2013). Pack (2016) states a practitioner may capture the observation by taking a photograph and initially jot down some notes. Alexandra (2013) explains after the observation the practitioner will put together a story in which is positive, discussing the child’s strengths, likes and deposition of learning. Escamila (2021) explains learning stories have been used in New Zealand to assess children’s progress for many years. The narrative tells a story which is appropriate for the children to listen to, and the parents fully understand. In comparison to standardised assessments, learning stories are a meaningful pedagogical method to view children’s progress and for teachers to reflect on their learning (Escamila 2021). Carter (2010) suggests by using leaning stories in the classroom, it provides practitioners with the opportunity to help teachers grow and build relationships with the children and families. Nixon (2017) states learning stories support the unique child by providing each child with an identity. The stories provide children with an understanding of what they can do, provide self-worth, and provide parents with an insight on what their child is exploring. 

Conclusion. 
Based on this evidence, it appears the unique child is not being considered with the current assessment process in Wales, however the New Curriculum for Wales does seem to consider the unique child. More research on how this will look is required when the New Curriculum is fully launched. 
















Section 3 
Why is play so important in the Early Years Curriculum and how should it look?  
Play, play and even more play. Why is it that play is so important in the Early Years curriculum? Howard (2010), Their World (2021) and Early Years Matters (2021a) explain Play is a vital element of children’s learning and should be viewed throughout the Early Years Curriculum. Their World (2021) discusses when children play, it helps their young brains to develop, their language to build and their communication skills to become established. Even simple play, such as stacking blocks, then knocking them over and separating them into colours can be beneficial to children’s learning. This allows young children to learn about science, maths, and balance without an exercise book in sight (Their World, 2010). Play is a powerful tool, which should be included in all Early Years Curriculum (Early Years Matters, 2021a and Moyles 2013). Play really underpins children’s learning and development. It builds on children’s creativity, social and intellectual skills and provides children with the opportunity to take risks (Early Years Matters, 2021a and Bottrill, 2018). Vygotsky, Piaget and Bruner were all psychological theorists who focused on play to promote children’s cognitive functions when learning (Brown and Platte, 2013). Saracho (2020) states Erik Erikson also believed in a child-centred curriculum, which provides children with the opportunity to play, focus on their needs and strengthen their abilities. Play Wales (2019) believes play is very crucial to children’s learning, it builds children’s resilience, can have a positive impact on children’s well-being and should always be a priority. Ridgway and Ouinones (2012) suggest for children to develop, play is essential and should be included in their day-to-day activities. A play-based curriculum provides children with the opportunity to discover, imagine and improvise (Ridgway and Ouinones 2012).
What needs to be seen in a play-based curriculum? 
Selmi and Mora-Flores (2015) explains for play to be successfully embedded into an Early Years Curriculum classroom, there should be a variety of play options which are not split into specific areas or into one context. Take for example maths play in one area, science play in another and English play on a different side of the classroom. All play equipment should be facilitated into equal use. Arrow (2019) discusses how she made changes to her Early Years classrooms to encourage a play-based curriculum. By adding more space, meaningful materials, and more time the children engaged and focused more. When the classroom is set up with child-led activities the depth of children’s learning can be endless. In contrast to teacher- led activities, which are solution focused, have an end goal, and can be restricted. 
(Arrow, 2019). Teacher-led activities differ and do not offer the same opportunities for children to learn (Arrow, 2019). Howard (2010) states it is important the classroom has a playful feel, and the environment must include a playful resources This way children will be able to feel free to play, feel comfortable and really embrace child-led learning, which can lead to better performance for every child (Howard, 2010). Howard and McInnes (2012) explain children who view play as an activity are more likely to learn. For example, if an activity is seen as play by a child in class, the child can freely choose what they would like to play with, this opens the opportunity for children to learn without being taught (Selmi and Mora-Flores, 2015). We must remember, a play-based curriculum is not restricted to the being inside a classroom. EYFS (2009), Brown (2016) and National Literacy Trust (2021) state play-based learning is very much about exploring the outdoors, being able to play outside and explore. Children’s well-being, long term health and learning can all benefit from being outside (Brown and Platte 2016). Lomino (2016) states when children are outside, they can learn just as they would inside, in fact in some ways it can be more powerful in the terms of a play-based curriculum to be outside. The outside offers the children openness to explore, to chance to create anything, problem solve, take risks and learn things for themselves. Lomino (2016) states all subjects can be learnt outside, just by the children playing. Henley and Giuffrida (2021) explain outside play has been included in the Finland curriculum for many years. In fact, children in Finland do not start any reading, writing or arithmetic until the age of 7. Instead, they spend their time doing what Finnish educators believe all children should do, they play, play, and then play again (Henley et al 2021). Kangas (2019), Butler (2016) and Walker (2015) discuss how successful the play-based curriculum in Finland is. Kangas (2019) states the Finnish national curriculum is full of opportunities for children to play, for children to use the space inside or outside and it supports children’s well-being. Butler (2016) states children need to time to play, to learn, be physical and be creative with their play. Children are not supposed to be filling out worksheet after worksheet, they are supposed to spend a large time of their day playing, this is how Finland have excelled in their curriculum (Walker, 2015). OECD (2018) explains Finland have scored higher than the world average in reading, mathematics, and science, this really displays just how effective a play-based curriculum can be.
Reflecting on this research, are we now going to view play as it really is? Not as a treat or as given extra play for good behaviour in class. Play as it really is, everything children need in their Early Years Curriculum. Let’s bring play into our practice, keep play in our practice consistently and promote play to all Early Years Practitioners. 
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