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ECEY6010: Early Years Curricula  

Part 1. 

Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports. 

In this assignment, implementing a play-based curricula will be analysed, closely looking at the supportive research on play being one of the most important parts to a child’s development and why early years settings should encourage it.

 Play reinforces the Early Years Foundation Stage. It also emphasises learning as the main source of children’s development. Early Years Matters, (2022). (Edwards and Fleer, 2018 p.29) states through a play-based curriculum, children enhance their emotions and creativity as well as their language and intellectual skills which will encourage them to adapt to different environments and explore the immediate world. (Edwards and Fleer, 2018 p.32)  also suggests that through play, children learn to problem solve, and take risks and adults and practitioners can support this through implementing a play-based curricula in their early years of education. (Edwards and Fleer, 2018 p.29) supports this and states the role of the adult is crucial when it comes to a child’s education. She suggests early years practitioners can provide appropriate resources for children during their learning and allow them the time and space to creatively explore the opportunities they are given on a self-directed basis with the adult there for support if it is required. 

 The Welsh Government (2015) states the Foundation Phase is the legislative curriculum for all children between the ages of three and seven in Wales, having been introduced in September 2010. The foundation phase supports children to be creative and imaginative and makes their learning more enjoyable and more effective. The idea of play-based learning is not only used in Wales but is used all over the world. The Welsh Government (2015) outlines the foundation phase framework as an educational delivery for children’s holistic learning in the early years and guides practitioners to teach a curriculum that is inspiring and involves play, open ended questions and sustained shared thinking. 
Firlik (1944) complies with the foundation phase in Wales and discusses the Reggio Emilia approach to early years education. 

(Firlik, 1944, p.4) advocates the Reggio Emilia approach as describes it as children being in control of what they learn and the potential to be enthusiastic to contribute to the world through learning. He states This means learning is focussed by the child who takes an active role in determining their own knowledge and allows the child to decide the direction of the curriculum. (Firlik, 1944, p.5) states This encourages assertiveness, communication, solidarity and problem-solving. Both the foundation phase in Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach have the same view in sight where children learn on a self-directed basis with full support from their practitioners if it is required. In addition, Montessori would also agree on the implementation of play-based learning.  (Faryadi, 2007, p.12) states Maria Montessori believed that children are unique and they often open practitioners minds to their unseen abilities. (Faryadi, 2007, p.14) proposes that for children to fully develop those unseen abilities, practitioners must allow them freedom of choice to investigate their environments. (Faryadi, 2007, p.15) supports the idea of practitioners assisting them using sensory-based teaching methodology to unfold their unique capabilities. 

(Rose, 2008, p. 26) proposes implementation of curriculum involves daily activities that the early years practitioners and teachers are involved in. (Rose, 2008, p. 29) advocates the importance of practitioners monitoring children’s progress which enables them to evaluate the performance and areas that need to be worked on.  (Rose, 2008, p. 30) states practitioners are responsible for implementing any newly introduced curriculum and making the decision of whether or not it is working for the children and if not, why. 
According to (Adams, 2007 p. 42), for teachers to achieve the assigned tasks, they rely on curriculum materials, the teaching methodology, content knowledge of the curriculum and their experiences. There is an argument within this, as some teachers who have years of experience do not want to change the way they teach which brings conflict into the idea of introducing a new curriculum. Kaiser (2018) looks at the research behind ‘why do educators resist change?’. Kaiser (2018) states there are several reasons why educators would not want to change the way they deliver the education. The first reason may be, not knowing or understanding enough about the curriculum to teach it. There has been some stipulation about the new curriculum in Wales being difficult to understand due to the length of the information provided. 
(Jones et al. 2019) participated in the feedback analysis for the new curriculum in Wales and he advised whilst many respondents were supportive of the curriculum and the four purposes, many respondents presented limitations and raised concerns over the practical issues such as the time, resources, and support that the practitioners would receive to successfully implement the new curriculum. (Burgess, et al. 2019) agreed with (Jones, et al. 2019) in the analysis report, by supporting the idea of implementing a new curriculum being overwhelming and stated that 89% of respondents agreed that the materials could be improved in some way. Furthermore, (Burgess, et al. 2019)  stated many of the respondents being parents, teachers and practitioners offered a number of observations and suggestions as to how the guidance could be improved. , (Burgess, et al. 2019) states the two most important areas of improvement were simplifying the guidance, including in the language and concepts used to communicate the curriculum and to implement structure and presentation. Secondly, , (Burgess, et al. 2019)  outlined those who felt that the guidance would benefit from greater detail in certain aspects for example, to help practitioners and teachers to understand how to implement the curriculum in practice. 
When implementing a new curriculum such as the foundation phase, an argument outlined by (Taylor et al., 2016) was a concern for children’s learning approaches being too formal in the classroom, and practitioners were more focused on ensuring children could read and write as opposed to learning through play. (Taylor et al., 2016) draws attention to the different early year’s educations from different countries such as Scandinavia, Te Whãriki in New Zealand and Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy. (Maynard et al., 2013) states the foundation phase is led by theories of learning for example, development of the unique child and it also outlines play based learning with socio-cultural ideas of authorisation. Despite the foundation phase encouraging developmental practice, there is still a solid requirement for children to develop their numeracy and literacy skills by a certain timeframe. (Maynard et al., 2013) states the foundation phase does not discontinue the need for formal teaching, instead it balances the continuous provision through introducing loose parts, and developmental objects such as sensory areas for children which includes books, blocks and sometimes sand and water. Maynard et al., 2013) suggests this helps children develop their numeracy and literacy skills through counting and measuring in in a self-directed way. Aasen and Waters (2006) agrees and states the self-directed play encourages children to learn for themselves meanwhile practitioners have a duty to observe and only step in to encourage or guide the children. (Aasen and Waters, 2006) suggests practitioners should reflect on how the children are working within the setting and decide if there are any changes to be made based on the children’s learning outcomes. Lastly, (Aasen and Waters, 2006) states educational planning should be based on the children and what works for them and through observations in the classroom, practitioners can conclude which loose parts work best for the children’s engagement. 
Moving on, (Siraj, 2014) created an independent stocktake in Wales with aims of understanding the foundation phase in Wales, clarifying how language, literacy and numeracy skills are taught across early years setting and the quality of learning for children and the progression from flying start to foundation phase. Furthermore, (Siraj, 2014)) aimed to ensure the leadership and the principles of teacher training was adequate and lastly any recommendations for improvement. 
(Evans, 2014) was a part of the team of practitioners who made visits to maintained schools and funded non-maintained settings where observations were carried out as well as discussions with leadership and key staff to gather information on how well the foundation phase is working. (Siraj, 2014) states there was effective implementation of the foundation phase although it was noted there was a significant variable across Wales. 
(Siraj, 2014) encouraged visits to schools to discuss with teachers in line with Estyn to discuss how the implementation of the foundation phase was working. The Stocktake noted that the foundation phase had been put into practice slightly differently each time depending on the ages and abilities of the children. (Evans, 2014) describes the practitioners working in these settings to have a clear view of how to affectively use the foundation phased and adjusted their pedagogy to suit the children and their families. (Evans, 2014) also noted that there was a team leader of the foundation phase who implemented any change which set out clear guidance for the practitioner’s delivery the foundation phase which meant implementation was affective and the children’s outcomes often achieved beyond what the foundation phase set out to achieve.
 (Siraj, 2014) report agreed with the report by (Estyn, 2014) where one of the major impacts reported during implementing the curriculum was that boys seemed to respond better to the foundation phase. In reports by (Estyn, 2014) and (Siraj, 2014), boys were more engaging with their learning by talking more, asking more questions and being more ‘hands on’. 
To conclude, the implementation of a play-based curricula in early years has several benefits for a child’s cognitive development and although there are arguments regarding the foundation phase being too vague, the new curriculum has been set you to make it easier for practitioners to understand what they should be delivering to ensure children achieve their desired goals by the time they leave school.   The importance of ‘play’ and the implementation of a play-based curricula in early years has been evaluated, showing children enjoy learning more during play. 
Part 2
Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula (1500 words). 
What is the unique child? 
Wellies (2021) states that every child is unique in their own way and children are continuously learning and observing every day. Wellies (2021) states children are special and should be given the opportunity to explore this within their education. Wellies (2021) also suggests practitioners within an early year’s setting should tailor their teaching based on the child’s capabilities.  Wellies (2021) proposes all children develop and learn at different rates however the best way to enhance this learning is through enabling environments supported by early years practitioners. 
(Tierney, 2013) considers the fairness within the classroom when looking at the ‘unique child’ and how it is a desirable asset in a wide range of educational settings which supports individual learning needs. 
There have been concerns regarding the fairness in educational assessment, (Finkelstein, 1913) states early in the 20th century, a number of tests were brought into practice as a means of assessment due to some injustice as a result of teachers' not marking consistently. (Tierney, 2013) states as time has moved on, the idea of testing children has differed, and new practices have been introduced in order to assess children.  
(Sheppard, 2000) disagrees with (Finkelstein, 1913) and states there are changes being made within assessment where instead of giving each child the same test and grading them based on the outcome, they are introducing more observative assessment methods to identify the uniqueness of each child. (Sheppard, 2000) states through using a curriculum such as a foundation phase in Wales, practitioners should be able to identify where are child is within their development and decide whether that unique child is on track or whether they may need some additional support. 
(Terman, 1916) states identifying those children who will benefit from additional help has been a controversial issue across many early year’s settings. (Kaufman and Harrison, 1986, pp. 154 - 159) would agree and states there are different types of assessments in place in order to support each child individually however some early years settings still believe in testing children based on their academic skills. 
The Welsh Government (2015) states the foundation phase in Wales does not include testing of children in the early years as their learning should be play based and self directed, and assessment should be carried out through observations of the children to determine where their what strengths and weaknesses are and decide on the areas of improvement. 
(Black, 2021, p. 5) states that although the foundation phase does not consist of testing children, it still happens often in early years settings, and therefore the argument of ‘why’ continues.  Mario (2022) presents an argument regarding testing and grouping children based on their academic abilities. Mario (2022) states in early years settings, grouping usually means keeping the children in their usual class but dividing them into groups for specific topics and practitioners will situate similar level children together and therefore there will be a higher and a lower set. Adcock (2017) brings into the argument, the concern for the children in the lower academic groups as they will feel a sense of belonging in the lower achieving set and therefore they may not thrive during school as they will have a lower expectation for their work which will encourage children not to engage in their environments. 

(Riches, 2021, p2) would disagree and suggests there are some positive outcomes from grouping children. (Riches, 2021, p3) states when children are put into groups the lesson plans become easier for the practitioners as they can tailor their teaching to the level of the children and where they will all be able to get involved. Secondly, (Riches, 2021, p5) suggests children can learn at their own pace with other children who have similar paces which means there are no over exceeding or under exceeding children this leads on to less peer pressure from other children and the variation of achievement will be at a minimum. (Hallam and Parsons  2012, p. 5) agrees, and states grouping children allows those in the higher sets to progress and achieve without the strain of people held back by other students. Both (Hallam and Parsons  2012, p. 5) and (Riches, 2021, p5) states there are always benefits for those children who are in the lower groups as it allows practitioners to offer more appropriate support and introduce different and sometimes more simple approaches to children without comparing their abilities to those of their peers. (Riches, 2021, p5) states children are introduced to this type of learning from three years old and onwards, therefore it is important children feel they are able to achieve what they set out to do, even if academically they are slower than those around them, they should never feel like they are less able. 

(Donaldson, 2015) believes children should not know they are being assessed and given the opportunity to work through free play with observations. The Welsh Government (2015) has introduced a new curriculum in order to support those needs of the ‘unique child’. (Donaldson, 2015)  supports the new curriculum in Wales and has outlined the main influences of the curriculum being that practitioners recognise the importance of good, structured education, good parent or guardian relationships, and the organisation of the teaching. Furthermore, (Donaldson, 2015) explains the neither the new curriculum or the foundation phase implements things such as spelling tests on children however a fast majority of schools all over the world still use them. Ofsted (2015) produced a report identifying the need for assessment in a unique child and said that although testing is not a part of the curriculum, many settings believe testing children allows practitioners to gain knowledge on what children work best under pressure against those who do not and which children exceed in which areas. This all relates to the uniqueness of each child and Ofsted (2015) strongly believes we can identify the capabilities of each child through testing. 

Another view on the unique child may come from those who have additional learning needs. The Welsh Government (2012) has a current literacy and dyslexia provision in Wales which helps practitioners identify children who may need addition support during their learning. 
Arztebl (2010) states occasionally, children do not get diagnosed with additional learning needs such as dyslexia until there are older, and passed school and therefore, their reports may show they are not academically improving. Arztebl (2010) advocates the importance of appropriate testing and states practitioners should be given the correct training within the new curriculum to spot the signs of a child who may have ALN to prevent children passing through school without recognition they may be finding the learning more difficult than other children for example, Arztebl (2010) proposes a reading disorder or dyslexia can be recognised by practitioners through a significantly reduced reading spread and often, children with a reading disorder  will have to process information two or three times more than other children, and this will lead to children having a difficulty in understanding the information they have read, this is enhanced also, when reading longer sentences. 

On the other hand, Tirraoro (2021) highlights the issue of the lack of staff awareness within the classroom.  Tirraoro (2021) states when children begin to show signs of ALN, staffs often do not adhere to the guidance provided by the new curriculum on how to spot children who may need additional help and therefore, this presents an argument as to whether the staff training is adequate to ensure the unique child reaches their full potential. Lenihan (2021) agrees with Tirraoro (2021) and states in her time observing children’s ‘way of being’ in an early years setting she notices children were challenging their surroundings, and when they did so, practitioners used forms of discipline as appose to piecing together the reason for their behaviour. Lenihan (2021) suggests this all links to the unique child, and what does and does not suit them. 

McLeod (2022) brings into consideration Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory with links to the unique child.  McLeod (2022) states Piaget’s theories emphasise that cognitive and physiological development should occur before their learning.  McLeod (2022) suggests the human eyes must reach the stage of development but this varies based on the unique child. Arnon (2013) states Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky would disagree with Piagets theory, which has drawn the attention of many schools across the country including Wales who now use Vygotsky’s theory in the new curriculum. 

(Arnon, 2013) states Vygotsky argued that social learning encourages the cognitive development in children, and that different culture affects their cognitive development. On the other hand, Piaget decided that all children must pass through stages of their cognitive development, often based on testing.  (Cotrill, 2013) states according to Vygotsky’s theory, which disagrees with Piaget, children’s cognitive functions, are affected by beliefs and values, and that children’s learning should be based on play and encouragement to explore. 

To conclude, each unique child has needs, as well as different capabilities and different mind-sets. Early years settings have trailed different methods including the foundation phase to determine what works best when considering the child’s need. Assessments continue to be used although with the new curriculum being introduced, Vygotsky’s approach is looking to be used more in the future to support each individual child as well as more staff training being required both in general and based on additional learning needs. 

Part 3

Write a blog suitable for a professional publication (for example, Nursery World, Small Talk) linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum changes (1000 words).

Early years settings around the world, all consist of play in an outdoor environment. Whether this is a playground on the school site or small garden with loose parts, most early years education settings will encourage outdoor play to an extent.  This blog is going to consider the need for outdoor learning when implementing a play-based curriculum such as the foundation phase in previous years, or the new curriculum in Wales that has been implement in September 2022. 

[bookmark: _Hlk117855017](Marchant et, al. 2019) brings into considerations new curriculum in Wales being implemented and the idea of it being engaging for children using outdoor learning. (Marchant et, al. 2019) states outdoor learning is a pedagogical approach with benefits such as children being more focused, enjoying their learning and improving their overall well-being. (Davies and Hamilton, 2016) states there is a growing importance for learning in the outdoors because there are so many benefits associated with a child’s development. 

[bookmark: _Hlk117861074](Davies and Hamilton, 2016) talk about the evidence that supports this point, which can be found in curriculums set out all over the world, for example New Zealand has a curriculum called the Te Whariki theory which supports the idea of outdoor learning being a crucial part of the curriculum for children. Berge (2009) conducted an article on the Te Whariki theory which explained that New Zealand use it in their curriculum when teaching young children. Berge (2009) suggests similarly to the Early Years Foundation Phase in Wales (2015) Te Whariki is built on pedagogy with activities planned to ensure there are plenty of interesting activities for children to take part, implementing outdoor play and learning as one of the key aspects of development for children. Berge (2009) also states that the Te Whariki method of teaching includes using more natural materials for children such as grass, wood or stones and practitioners should encourage children to use self-directed play, ensuring they incorporate fantasy play too. Moreover, McClain (2016) states that in terms of Te Whariki theory being in New Zealand, advocating a completely different culture, the implementation in the curriculum is not all that different to the Foundation Phase in Wales.

 McClain (2016) states there is a growing importance for social and cultural learning in the outdoors, and practitioners should be taking children out to do things like gardening, planting trees and playing with loose parts. Tebbs (2022) states the benefits of outdoor learning are children having more confidence, developing social and physical skills and they develop the ability to work with their peers all of which will benefit them as they go through life. Tebbs (2022) follows the guidance from The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook (2009)  which states that outdoor learning will help children to develop their find motor skills and be able to tackle anything that may arise as they go through life. With all these benefits in mind, for outdoor learning it has been recognised by (Prisk and Cusworth, 2018) that only 42% of teachers use outdoor play everyday within their teaching. (Prisk and Cusworth, 2018) conducted research for figures to support the benefits of the outdoor learning and the results spoke volumes. (Prisk and Cusworth, 2018) discovered 88% of children were happier after learning outdoors and therefore more focused to work during their indoor academic learning. So why are only 42% of practitioners using outdoor learning daily?

There are several practitioners who may not include outdoor learning everyday for children due to the health and safety factor. Mailyok (2015) considers the risky play for children and the idea of practitioners physically not having the support to enable children to play on a self-directed basis ensuring a risk assessment has been carried out in order to follow Education Act (1996) in keeping children safe. The NSPCC (no date) states policies and procedures that practitioners must adhere to is the Children Act 1989 and the guidance given by the Department of Health, the Department for Education and Employment and the Home Office Document. As well as practitioners following these safety acts, they must also ensure they have the credible staff and child ratio in order to ensure each child is monitored to prevent any injury or misconduct. (Crocker et al., 2018) participated in the review of the childcare sector in Wales, and found that the current child to staff ratio should be 1:3 for children under the age of 2, and 1:1 for children who are two-year-old. (Crocker et al., 2018) suggest as children get older, the ratio depends on the setting and whether there may be a reason for extra support. For example, children with additional learning needs would require more support than those without. 

As well as what has been discussed, another important aspect of outdoor learning when implementing a new curriculum would be that it keeps children occupied and engaged. There is a very small amount of people, if any who would disagree. This is supported by (Waite, 2008) who advocates the aims of the pedagogy that children are taught, to include concepts of enjoyment and wellbeing through outdoor play. Some research by Woods et all, (1997) would suggest that if the curriculum was changed to subject based learning, children would not thrive in their development and would fall behind in assessments due to lack of focus and enjoyment. 

Furthermore, the UNCRC (1990) discusses the significance of a child having a voice, and how they are affected if they are not heard.  the UNCRC (1990) suggests practitioners should always ensure children have a voice and should feel they are able to express their emotions freely in order for practitioners to gain understanding of what is and is not working well for the unique child.  This is also included in the new curriculum that has been set in place for September 2022 for all children up to year 6 of primary school. 

The Welsh Government (2022)  states Jeremy Miles, the Minister for Education and the Welsh Language, conducted a meeting to re-visit the importance of the new curriculum. A discussion was carried out with Owen Evans, HM Chief Inspector of Education and Training, Estyn to finalise the curriculum ready to be delivered in September 2022. 

The Welsh Government (2022) expresses The New Curriculum in Wales to seen as a simpler version of the Foundation Phase in Wales (2015) which includes assessments and learning through play. The Welsh Government (2022) hopes for children in their education to exceed the four purposes which can be found in the diagram attached to the link below: https://primarysite-prod-sorted.s3.amazonaws.com/morriston/UploadedDocument/30972c1288244552ae2f8f11e6777c1d/the-four-purposes-of-the-curriculum-for-wales.pdf

To conclude this blog, considerations for implementing a play-based curriculum include the importance of play-based learning, and the positive affects in which children receive through a play-based curriculum. For parents of practitioners reading this, it is clear to see how play benefits children’s cognitive development, and how it should be utilized every day. Although there may be risks involved, or additional staff training may be required, it is important to maximise the use of outdoor facilities, allowing children to get muddy, climb trees and run in the fresh air. Evidence shows, from the Foundation Phase to the New Curriculum that outdoor learning opens a wide range of opportunities for children and being stuck indoors learning through a screen has no benefits at all. 
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