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Section 1
For this section I am going to Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula. I will also be referring to evaluative research evidence and reports, as well as Considering the rationale behind the curricula, theoretical underpinning, and the role of play in learning.
Play is a legitimate right of childhood, representing a crucial aspect of children’s physical, intellectual and social development (Hart, 2013). Northern Ireland has the earliest school starting age throughout Europe and was one of the first countries to implement play based early years curricula (Sharp, 2002), also known as the Enriched Curriculum (EC). 
[bookmark: _Hlk68350599]In response to international research evidence and practice, a play-based and developmentally appropriate curriculum the EC was introduced as a pilot in Year 1 and 2 classes in over 100 primary schools in Northern Ireland between 2000 and 2002 and continued until the Foundation Stage became statutory for all primary schools in 2007 (Walsh, McGuinness, Sproule and Trew, 2010). Over the first Four years that the EC had been implanted in the curriculum we have learned that from the evaluation of this experience, is the value and the meaning of a play-based curriculum; the importance of teachers’ confidence and knowledge; teaching reading in a play-based curriculum; and easing transitions in a play-based curriculum (Saracho, 2020).
Each nation has adopted slightly different policies and practices to ease the transition between pre-school and statutory schooling (Bertram and Pascal, 2016) for example. 
· In Wales the Foundation Stage is from 3 years to 7 years
· In England the Foundation Stage is from Birth to 5 years
· In the Northern Ireland the Curriculum is from 4 years to 6 years
· In Scotland the Curriculum for Excellence is from 3 years to 18
The play -based curriculum is the most common curriculum used in early years education. play -based curriculum involves a range of activities and learning approaches, however the child’s right to learn through play is at the centre of the curriculum (Lunenburg, 2011). Play offers children the opportunity to set up pretend real life scenarios where they can practice, share, and learn the skills they need for real life. Through their play, children learn about language and literacy, mathematical and scientific concepts, and how to make, build, design and record their ideas. A developmentally appropriate approach promotes play as a primary medium for learning, offers choices and alternative activities to encourage independence in children, and advocates a balance between child-initiated activities and teacher/practitioner guidance (Allen and Gordon, 2017).
Play-based learning is a foundational element of the early learning frameworks of state and national governments and is acknowledged as one of the key ways “children organise and make sense of their social worlds, as they engage actively with people, objects and representations” (Gaskins, 2014).
Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie (2011) studied the use of three play approaches to developing children’s environmental concepts in 16 early learning centres across Melbourne, Australia. Open-ended play, where children created their own understandings through play with materials, modelled play which involved a teacher showing children how to use materials, and purposefully framed play in which a teacher participated in a modelled play experience. Preliminary results suggested that even though children seemed to learn more in a modelled play experience, the other two play experiences deepened the learning, each approach offered different pedagogical strengths. 
































Section 2
For this section I am going to Critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and stage related development models within play-based curricula.
What is Assessment? Assessment means the gathering of information to make critical decisions about a child, then using the information to plan educational activities that are at a level the child can understand and is able to learn from. There are a variety of methods and models that are used to help gather assessment information, including observations of the child, interviews with the family, checklists and rating scales, informal tests, and standardized, formal tests. Assessment information is useful for identifying the child as eligible for special services, planning instruction, and measuring progress (Lerner, 2021)
Different types of assessment methods include:
· [bookmark: _Hlk68427523]Portfolios - are a record of data that is collected through the work children have produced over a period of time
· Observations - observe all facets of development, including intellectual, linguistic, social-emotional, and physical development, on a regular basis.
· Baseline - the initial assessment that shows a learner’s current level of understanding and which is used to plan future learning
· Diagnostic - asses a student’s strengths and weaknesses, knowledge, and skills.
· Formative - Give students an opportunity to assess their own learning and reflect on the progress they are making.
· Summative - most commonly associated with exams and testing and used to determine how much a learner understands at the end of a period of learning
(Black and Wiliam, 2001).
These are all methods of how we can evaluate a child’s development and progress.
Observing and documenting a child’s work and performance over the course of a year allows an educator to accumulate a record of the child’s growth and development. With this information, educators can begin to plan appropriate curriculum and effective individualized instruction for each child. One technique of assessment that is communally used is an assessment sheet. An Assessment sheet is based on the ‘statements’ or ‘outcomes’ in Development Matters/Early Years Outcomes, by highlighting the developing knowledge, skills, understanding and attitudes that children need if they are to achieve Early Learning Goals, Although It is important to remember that not every child will necessarily progress sequentially through the stages, as each child’s progress is individual to that child and children develop at different rates, every child is a competent learner from birth who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured. The Department of Early Education and Care (EEC) support the use of child assessment systems in preschool settings to help educators individualize instruction and improve programs.
The assessment sheet can be used from birth to 5years of age, by using an assessment sheet you will be able to track a child’s development, both written and visual, by using this method of tracking will help produce a summative assessments of a child, by following the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). EYFS provides us with the guidelines to developmental stages for each age, it is important to plan activities to help children to learn and develop and it is the role of the adult to implement and lead these activities. The EYFS Development Matters are underpinned by four themes: 
· A Unique Child 
· Positive Relationships 
· Enabling Environments 
· Learning and Development.
 The EYFS ‘aims to provide useful advice and detailed information on supporting children’s learning and development and welfare (DCSF, 2008). Meeting the individual needs of all children lies at the heart of the EYFS.
The EYFS comprises of 7 areas of learning which are delivered through practical activities and active learning experiences both indoors and outdoors, each area is split into smaller subcategories and has early learning goals which would be expected to be reached by most children on completion of the foundation stage. These areas are :
· Personal, Social and Emotional Development (PSED), This area develops children’s positive sense of themselves. It teaches about having respect for oneself and others, developing social skills and a good attitude to learning.
· Communication and Language (CL), This area provides children with opportunities for speaking and listening and ignites children’s interest in reading and writing.
· Physical Development (PD) This area provides opportunities for children to be active and develop their co-ordination, manipulation, and movement.
· Literacy (LD) Literacy development involves encouraging children to link sounds and letters and to begin to read and write.
· Mathematics This area supports children’s understanding in different situations by providing opportunities to explore, practise, learn and talk.
· Understanding the World (UW) This area offers children opportunities to explore and observe the environment, living things and objects.
· Expressive Arts and Design (EAD) This area supports children’s curiosity and play. They explore and share their thinking, ideas, and feelings in music, in art, movement and dance, role play and technology.
(Gov.uk, 2017)
[bookmark: _Hlk68179381]The EYFS requires providers to ensure a balance of child-initiated and adult-led play-based activities. Play underpins all development and learning for young children (Haughton and Ellis, 2013). Most children play spontaneously, although some may need adult support, and it is through play that they develop intellectually, creatively, physically, socially, and emotionally (Flewitt and Cowan, 2019). Providing well-planned experiences based on children’s spontaneous play, both indoors and outdoors, is an important way in which practitioners support young children to learn with enjoyment and challenge. There are many alternative approaches to teaching, learning and the curriculum, for example Similar to EYFS is Te Whāriki. 
Te Whāriki is an explicitly socio-cultural approach aimed at nurturing children's particular cultural roots (reflecting the need for both Maori and European heritage to be valued in that country) is the National Curriculum for the early childhood sector in New Zealand, for children from birth to 8years of age. Te Whāriki is for young children and is not like a school curriculum, it does not prescribe formal subject teaching.
The curriculum framework can be seen to have been inspired by progressive and sociocultural theories and beliefs. The curriculum is built around four main principles, there are also five strands of child development which form developmental, cultural, and learning goals (Early Childhood Education, ECE, 2021a). The four principals are:
· [bookmark: _Hlk68257364]Whakamana – Empowerment  The early childhood curriculum empowers the child to learn and grow.
· Kotahitange – Holistic Development The early childhood curriculum reflects the holistic way children learn and grow.
· Whānau Tangata – Family and Community  The wider world of family and community is an integral part of the early childhood curriculum.
· [bookmark: _Hlk68258619]Ngā Hononga – Relationships Children learn through responsive and reciprocal relationships with people, places, and things
[bookmark: _Hlk68258662]The five strands are: 
· Well-being – Mana Atua the health and well-being of the child are protected and nurtured.
· Belonging – Mana Whenua Children and their families feel a sense of belonging
· Contribution – Mana Tangata Opportunities for learning are equitable, and each child’s contribution is valued.
· Exploration – Mana Aotūroa the child learns through active exploration of the environment
 (ECE, 2021b)
Each strand embodies an area of learning and development that is woven into a daily programme of the early childhood setting and has its own associated goals for learning (Blennz, 2021). Children learn through responsive and reciprocal relationships with people, places, and things. Te Whāriki rests on the theory that all children will succeed in education when the foundations to their learning are based on an understanding and a respect for their cultural roots. (Reedy & Reedy, 2013)
[bookmark: _Hlk68179005]The name ‘Te Whāriki’ comes from the Maori language and means ‘woven mat’. This can be visualised as learning and development being woven from the principles and goals, it develops the idea that children interact with their environment and everywhere is a learning environment. The Te Whāriki curriculum does not assess children’s learning and development against pre-set milestones. It encourages teachers to understand what children are trying to achieve and what is possible. Then, the assessment is purely about supporting children and motivating them to reach their potential. Te Whāriki puts complete focus on the child and family and looks at children’s learning through their eyes – it considers their potential and their imagination.
Similar to EYFS and Te Whāriki is The Reggio Emilia approach in which children are viewed as co-constructing their understanding of a subject through reciprocal literature with teachers and peers, the foundation of the Reggio Emilia approach lies in its unique view of the child (Wien, 2015). In this approach, there is a belief that children have rights and should be given opportunities to develop their potential. “Influenced by this belief, the child is beheld as beautiful, powerful, competent, creative, curious, and full of potential and ambitious desires (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011). 
The Reggio Emilia philosophy is based upon the following set of principles:
· Children must have some control over the direction of their learning. 
· Children must be able to learn through experiences of touching, moving, listening, and observing
· Children have a relationship with other children and with material items in the world that children must be allowed to explore.
· Children must have endless ways and opportunities to express themselves. 
(Rock, 2020)
The Reggio Emilia Approach, a constructivist approach, is related to constructivist theorists such as Piaget and Vygotsky (Hardison, 2020).
Piaget and Vygotsky offer theories on ways children think cognitively in a developmental manner. This unique approach to educating children was founded in the villages around Reggio Emilia, Italy after World War II (Wyness, 2018). A child's point of view is completely respected, and the student is encouraged to follow their own educational path. Students are taught by atelieristas, who are teachers with arts backgrounds.
According to Stephen (2006), despite their differing conceptual and cultural origins these curricula share some common features. These differing contexts of curricula  can also give rise to differing conceptualizations of knowledge, learning and pedagogy (Soler and Miller, 2003). Progressive ideas of early childhood education had come to be characterised by ideas such as the central role of play and movement and the adult as guide and moderator. Play has featured prominently in the thinking of eminent early years philosophers and educators, from Rousseau through Dewey, Montessori, Froebel, and McMillan to Steiner (Siraj-Blatchford and Muttock, et al 2002). Nevertheless, in the last 10-15 years, new thinking has emerged about the role of play in early years education, prompted by shifts in theoretical perspectives, close observations and video recordings of play in nurseries and early primary school classrooms, as well as by insights from longitudinal research that has linked   distinctive features of early years pedagogy with long-term positive outcomes for children (Ulferts, Wolf and Anders, 2019).
Both nationally and internationally, there is a general movement to recognise early years education as a distinctive phase in children’s learning that should be character-ised by a curriculum that focuses on whole-child learning, and by teaching methods that are appropriate for young children (OECD 2001; Bertram and Pascal 2002).
[bookmark: _Hlk68428477]Curriculum models are conceptual frameworks designed to guide the implementation of a program which allows planning, observation, and assessment to be done effectively. Throughout the UK there are a wide range of models that are used, such as the Creative Curriculum, Developmental Interaction Approach, High/Scope Curriculum, and the Montessori Approach.
The Montessori Approach was founded by a physician from Rome in the early 20th century, Maria Montessori. The Montessori approach is a unique, child centred approach focussed around observations of children and how they construct knowledge. The principles of the curriculum in the Montessori Method are
· Children are to be respected for their individuality
· The first 6 years of a child's life are the most formative
· Emphasis is placed on early childhood development
· Adults in the classroom are merely facilitators and observers of learning; children have the ability to direct their own learning without interference from adults
The impact that the theoretical perspective of the Montessori Method has had means that this approach is widely used in many early years settings. To conclude, it is my belief that each of the different aspects to the curriculum all have the same outcome, and that is ta child centred approach to learning. Theoretical perspectives have a great impact on teaching in the early years and provide us with the foundations of curriculum models. The relationship between the theory and the practice is fundamental when applying these models into the learning style of each setting.

  


Blog, part 3
What can we do to alleviate the decline in children’s mental health and wellbeing during Covid19?
Coronavirus has disrupted nearly all aspects of our lives, threatening both adults’ and children’s sense of structure, predictability, and security. Since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2019 there have been three national lockdowns, the closure of all schools and education sectors, as well as having to cope with lockdown rules and regulations such as:
· Isolating and not mixing with people you do not live with
· Staying at home and only leaving your house to exercise or for essential things
· Not visiting other households and maintaining a support bubble
· Maintaining the 2-metre rule
· Accessing online learning
· Wearing a mask, washing, and/or sanitizing hands regularly   
· Non-essential shops and businesses must close
Every one of these rules and regulations have had a huge impact on our children, and their mental health and wellbeing has dramatically declined throughout the pandemic. Research suggests that the pandemic will affect everyone’s mental wellbeing, particularly vulnerable groups such as children (Holmes et al, 20201).
The pandemic has restricted children from their education, physical contact with their friends and peers, outside activities, and in some sense, their childhood. It is important that we try to stay connected even if we can’t physically see people. Make use of technology such as video calls, messaging, and social media to stay in touch with people.
[bookmark: _Hlk66621063]Dr Phil Ferreira Lay (2021), Consultantant Child Psychiatrist says that ‘Many children and young people will be experiencing a range of feelings including anxiety, sadness and loneliness which are understandable responses to such an uncertain and stressful situation’.
The Children’s Commissioner for England (2021) states that in the year before the pandemic, referrals to children’s mental health services increased by 35%, while the number of children accessing treatment increased by just 4%. Last year only 20% of children referred to services started treatment within 4 weeks.
However, a large study, undertaken by the NHS in July 2020, found that clinically significant mental health conditions amongst children had risen by 50% compared to three years earlier, this shows that a staggering 1 in 6 children age 5-19 now have a probable mental health condition since 2020 (Daly, Sutin and Robinson, 2020).
It is widely accepted that lockdown and school closures have had a detrimental effect on the mental health and wellbeing of many children. 
So, we must ask ourselves:
What can we, as parents, do to help our children? 
During this time, it’s important that parents/carers support and take care of the mental health and wellbeing of children; how a child responds to their individual situation may vary in different ways according to their individual characteristics and circumstances (Dawson and Golijani-Moghaddam,  2020). 
Children want to feel assured that their parents and carers can keep them safe, it is now up to parents and caregivers to help children build this emotional resilience. By focusing on listening and acknowledging their feelings, you can help to make them feel supported, and by doing so will help children develop resilience. Children can be incredibly resilient, however, children who do not receive appropriate support and nurturance during this time could be at risk of developing significant mental health problems (Zhang and Lee, 2020).
Creating a new routine can be really helpful for our mental health in uncertain times, so introducing a new routine can help those who are struggling with the change. Introducing a routine may also improve sleep quality, which is important for maintaining good mental health.
How can education and play have a positive impact on children’s mental health and wellbeing?
Physical activities such as PE lessons can have a positive effect on children’s mental health and well-being as exercise is known to help manage anxiety and depression, as well as lessen the effects of obesity, ‘enhances academic learning, improves social skills’ (Early Years Resources, 2018, p. 1) 
Attending school helps children to establish healthy routines as well as a sense of normality. This helps give them a feeling of belonging, where they can express to each other how they are feeling and that they are not alone in these strange times. Being able to chat to friends in person on a daily basis can help to alleviate anxiety and the sense of disconnection some young people might feel when they spend long periods of time at home, isolating from friends and family. 
Also, doing play-based lessons helps with cognitive development in children. Following lessons in subjects such as maths and English can help with critical thinking and problem-solving skills. (Saline, 2021)
This will have a positive effect, as being able to socialise will help with children’s mental health and general wellbeing.

What support that is available to children and parents?
There is a considerable amount of support that is offered for young children during the pandemic as well as a return phase back to school, there are lots of things that schools can do to support children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing . For children who have been suffering with their mental health can speak to family, friends, and teachers. There are also organisations such as
· CAMHS - Children and Adolescent Mental Health services
· Action for Children - has lots of tips to help you spot signs of mental health issues in children and provides advice on the action you can take to help.by sharing their worriers and fears will 
· Every Mind Matters - provides advice and practical tips for parents and carers on looking after a child’s or young person’s mental health and self-care advice for young people.
If a child or young person would like further information or advice on their mental health or difficulties they are experiencing, they could try one of the following websites or organisations:
· Papyrus - provides confidential support and advice to young people struggling with thoughts of suicide, and anyone worried about a young person
· ChildLine - provides a confidential helpline for any child with a problem.
There will also be school counsellors or nurses that children can speak confidentially with, however it is important to help children and young people understand that mental health is something that we all have, and that we should be aware of it and learn skills to look after it.
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