2112424 ECEY6010 
Word Count 4170

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Section 1

Education in Wales in currently undergoing a curriculum reform in the form of the New Curriculum for Wales, implemented currently up to year 6 with expectations of including year 7 and 8 by September 2023 and then each year after up to year 11 by 2026 (Welsh Government, 2022). The change of the current curriculum for Wales has been identified to prepare young people for the constantly changing society that impacts the world of work, ensuring young people are developing a high 
standards of literacy and numeracy and becoming competent, confident capable citizens (Welsh Government, 2022; Donaldson, 2015; OCED, 2017). Welsh Government (2015a) recommends that changes are made on all levels requiring a strong government lead and a sturdy long-term vision. An approach that will enable the current reform to be effective through highlighting recommendation of previous curriculum changes. This assignment analyses the implementation of a play-based curriculum and the potential barriers the New Curriculum for Wales may experience, discussing what can be enhanced upon from studying previous curriculum reforms and the difficulties that arose (OCED., 2017).

Prior to the current curriculum reform ‘The New curriculum for Wales’, education within the early years has been guided by The Foundation Phase, a developmental curriculum aimed at children age three to seven within Wales which came into effect in 2010 emphasising on a play-based style of learning (Waters, 2016). The Foundation Phase a curriculum created in response to concerns surrounding the education delivered within early years and the formal outdated nature hindering the natural creativity and curios way children learn. This curriculum embraces children’s ability to create and imagine offering a learning environment that is enjoyable and enriching with the use of indoor and outdoor experiences, focusing on the holistic development of the child and their needs and interests being at the centre of experiences providing authentic experiential learning (Thomas and Lewis, 2016; Waters, 2016; Welsh Government, 2015). Donaldson (2015) reviewed the Foundation Phase curriculum concluding it to be a great shift in the Welsh Education and has set out play based education within the early years to be an effective way to enable children to learn and develop. Therefore, understanding that play is an essential element contributing cognitive and language development outline by play theorist Piaget (Halpenny, 2014).

The Foundation Phase curriculum is constructed and underpinned by many educational theorists and their research surrounding pedagogical strategies used within the early years. Early years curricula consider play to be a fundamental aspect of a child’s learning experience. Children value play and the freedom to explore and enhance their social, physical, emotional and intellectual abilities impacting on their health and well-being. Experiences through play and experiential learning allow for connections with their surroundings and children to be able to process and interpret their experiences as considered by theorist Frobel a German professor who first established early years settings in the form of Kindergartens (Hobbs et al, 2017; Landreth, 2002; Tovey, 2013). 
Play a communicative activity, enables children to have fun whilst exploring the world and exhibiting their needs. Within the early years the connection surrounding the importance of play has also been linked with Vygotsky’s theory that children discover new concepts from the more knowledgeable other either their peers or the practitioner. Practitioners who identify the significance of this structure of learning from others can provide rich environments with authentic learning opportunities through the medium of play allowing for the discovery of new concepts (Loizou, 2017). According to Welsh Government, (2008) the Foudation Phase curricula embraces this concept where the practitioner facilitates the enhancement of children’s learning through play adhering to the needs of the individual child. 

Welsh Government, (2015c) discuss the action to bring The Foundation Phase curriculum into practice arose from the importance of meeting the needs of all children and is centred around the principle that curriculum should offer developmentally appropriate education for all children recognising that children develop skills at different rates. Provisions should be holistic with the unique child at the centre of all planning to ensure all children have access to experiential learning tailored to their individual needs through the medium of play, allowing children to practise and consolidate their learning. Encompassing the developmental needs of the child the framework aims to promote equality and fostering positive partnerships with home and recognising the parent’s role in being the children’s first educators. This framework aims to ensure all children have access to experiential learning tailored to their individual needs through the medium of play, allowing children to practise and consolidate their learning. In order for this to be successful practitioners must understand the theory of children development and the importance play has to allow them to plan appropriately. 

In 2014, four years into the Foundation Phase curriculum implementation a fundamental review was undertaken looking at the curriculum from Foundation Phase through to Key Stage 4. This review identified strengths within the Foundation Phase approach where inclusion and equity are strong and that support for children with additional needs has been formulated through the Routes for Learning (Donaldson, 2015). Routes for Learning sets out support for practitioners enabling them to assess children with additional needs emphasising on assessing their cognitive development, social and communication skills and interactions with the environment. This guidance sets out a Routemap outlining key milestones and the different routes learners could take, research suggest that every learning is likely to pass the milestones outlined in the map, however the route in which they develop is individual (Welsh Government, 2020).

Additionally, an independent Stocktake of the implementation of the Foundation Phase was carried out gathering evidence by meeting with experts and stakeholders, visiting good and excellent schools and consulting with six focus groups which included practitioners working within the Foundation Phase through maintained or non-maintained settings. The intentions of the Stocktake was to gain a better understanding of the implementation of the Foundation Phase curriculum and provide evidence of how the areas of learning are being embedded across both setting types. Additionally, to identify the quality of learning and establish the methods of demonstrating progression from entering foundation phase and throughout moving into Key Stage 2. The Stocktake looks at quality within the workforce and how principles of learning are embedded and how the curriculum deliverance has supported families and the individual unique learner (Welsh Government, 2014). Concluding the investigations reviewing the Foundation Phase implementation it, it was reported that where schools were successfully delivering a full Foundation Phase learning experience pupils’ attendance had improved, and the levels of wellbeing and pupil involvement had increased. Additionally, practitioners reported pupil behaviour, attitudes to learning and wellbeing had been positively impacted upon. Alongside this, attainment is a key interest to those analysing the effectiveness of the Foundation Phase curriculum discovering that relative improvement was made for the first three cohorts that had accessed the Foundation Phase pilot (Taylor et al, 2016; Welsh Government, 2014; Donaldson, 2015). However Taylor et al, (2014) suggests that due to the variation in deliverance of the Foundation Phase approach from practitioners for a multitude of reasons the impact of the curriculum on attainment requires additional contributing factors to be considered such as the pedagogical practice and how well it is put into place within settings. 

Contributing to the variation in deliverance of the Foundation Phase Curriculum could be the practitioner’s perception of play and its importance. Within education prior to the Foundation Phase the approach to learning consisted of outcome driven practice, whereas the focus is child led and individual needs with a great emphasis on play. This change requires practitioners to deepen their pedagogical understanding on the importance of play and apply it to practice within the setting in an authentic way to allow children experiences continuously and avoid the use of play and not play activities and the use of the adult as facilitator for play rather than an influencer. 

Donaldson, (2015) recommends that in order to have a successful implementation of the Foundation Phase a good understanding surrounding the pedagogy that influenced the change in the way children are educated. However, research has shown that only twenty five percent of all provisions throughout Wales are successfully delivering the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2014; Macdonald, no date). Macdonald, (no date); Waters,(2016) indicate that the play-based methods of learning pedagogy within the Foundation Phase requires practitioners to respond to the interest of the child and that practitioners can better implement the curriculum by increasing their understanding of how children learn through play and the critical role the adults play. 

The requirement for quality and consistent education throughout all settings is guided by the pedagogy within the Foundation Phase and influenced by the Reggio Emilia approach. This approach focuses on the individual child who wants to explore the world around them and practitioners should apply methods to expose them to a variety of authentic learning experiences tailored to the interest of the child. The adult seen as a facilitator of learning rather than an influencer, where the over interference of the adult has shown a reduction in future attainment in comparison to settings where play-based learning is at the centre of the practice.  (Macdonald, no date; Hall et al, 2010). 

In summary the Foundation Phase curriculum has set solid foundations for a play-based way of learning within the early years in line with pedagogical approaches. This falls in line with the New Curriculum reform and make for an inclusive child led start to education with focus on continuing professional development surrounding the pedagogy that underpins play based learning to strengthen practice. 

Section 2

Within the early year’s curricula, the acknowledgment that every child is unique underpins the way in which children learn. The unique child within the early years practice is understanding and acknowledging that every child is different with their own personality and ways of learning. Formulating practice to enable every child to learn and develop at their own pace, in their own way observing their interests and expanding on them (Department for Education, 20212; Canning and Reed, 2009;McMahon and Dyer, 2019). Every Child Maters discuss (2007) that all children have the right to and develop and learn at their own pace, to enjoy learning in conditions that enable them to develop as an individual becoming capable members of society. Understanding the pedagogy behind children’s learning enables practitioners to support children’s growth and development by responding to their needs and interests and providing opportunities to develop the interests in a way that isn’t rush and tailored to their individual abilities.

Within education assessment is used to measure and evaluate children’s development enabling practitioners to understand what the child is capable of and areas they can develop. This allows practitioners to provide opportunities and experiences for growth and development suited to the individual child or put in place specific support enabling the child to access provisions equally. Assessment allows practitioners to observe children and identify what resources would be best to further their learning and engagement stimulating their interests, in sighting curiosity and encouraging learning through play. This observation allows practitioners to identify whether children are following a general pattern of development whilst keeping in mind the unique child and the speed at which the development occurs may different but predominantly a pattern of development it observed. Assessments also understand how children learn and highlight when a child may have areas of development that need support and allow essential early intervention. (PACEY, 2017; Sharman, Cross and Vennis, 2015). Assessment for teaching and learning enhancing children’s skills should correspond with assessment of the child’s well-being and the understanding that children acquire skills at various rates. Assessments should allow children to be observed following their own unique path and assessment on the unique child opposed to paths of expected development as a whole (Welsh Government, 2015c; Percival, 2010; Sharman, Cross and Vennis, 2015)


PACEY, (2017) discuss that assessments are common practice when working with children to record their development, share findings with parents and other professionals where needed. Welsh Government, (2016) discuss that when the Foundation Phase was introduced to education settings in 2013, an assessment of learning was introduced through the use of guidance from The Foundation Phase Profile. This profile’s intention is to track children’s progress from when they enter a nursery setting age 3 until they leave the foundation phase and enter key stage 2 age 7 at the end of year 2. This model of assessment a statutory requirement where during reception a compact profile is used and a full profile at the end of the learner’s journey within foundation phase are two comparable profiles based on the same outcome scales. Once children have settled into reception usually around the six-week marker the Compact Profile is used as a baseline assessment. This profile consists of a number of skills selected from each Area of Learning to provide key information about the child and their early development. This baseline is undertaken through observation to provide a wide range of evidence helping practitioners understand how the unique child learns as an individual and their interests including what developmental stage they are currently at (Welsh Government 2015b).

Understanding the importance of the unique child when looking at assessment within the Foundation Phase Profile practitioners reported that although the Foundation Phase approach aligned with pedagogical principles of the unique child the assessment process did not. The baseline and end of phase assessment required observation of particular skill sets which mostly could be observed in practice, however there were multiple skill sets that required staging where practitioners needed to create specific tasks to observe these skills in comparison to observing them through natural play opportunities. These tasks considered to be focused tasks were often created due to the skill outline in assessment being more complicated, this then took time for practitioners to implement to enable an accurate assessment of the skill (Welsh Government, 2022).

McLachlan, (2018) highlights that in comparison to the Foundation Phase curriculum  the early years curriculum in New Zealand, Te Whariki was updated in 2017 for the first time in 20 years and addresses the need for the use formal and informal methods of assessments to ensure accurate evaluation of every child’s progress and coincide with the Te Whariki curriculum objectives. Within the New Zealand curriculum, the use of learning stories, where narratives of the childs experiences are documenting. The practitioner notices what the child is doing, recognising the learning that is occurring and responds to this recording what they observe giving opportunity to revisit the learning story to compare and consider progression. This may also come in the form of photographs, audio or video taken alongside the narrative to strengthen the evidence of development. Formal documented assessments used additionally allow practitioners to track the child and any changes in their capabilities allowing for consideration of pathways and to plan to futher support the development (Sellers, 2013; Blaiklock, 2010). 


Both the Foundation Phase and Te Whariki approach educating children similarly both incorporating learning through play and a less formal approach to education offering experiential learning opportunities. However, they differ in tracking progress. 
Te Whariki curriculum caters for the unique child throughout including assessment of development. The curriculum does not use pre-set milestones to asses learning and development instead focusing on teachers understanding developmental pedgagogy and identifying what the children are trying to achieve and the individual childs possible progression. In the absence of assess the focus is on supporting the unique child and motivating them to obtain their full potential. The use of individual learning stories allows the avoidance of checking against set checklists and places the learner at the heart of the process therefore being centred around the individual learner (Veazy, 2020; Welsh Government, 2013). Considering both approaches to assessment and the findings of the Ministry of Education, (2004) who discuss that learning stories allow for an assessment of the child there is a lack of evidence that methods of identifying difficulties are in place and the use of additional assessment methods may be required to ensure identification of specific difficulties can be done so early to allow for early intervention.


Considering the absence of assessment within the Te Whariki curriculum the consideration of the barriers of assessment within the early years curriculum is key to understanding how to progress with the curriculum and what to consider when applying the New Curriculum for Wales. One of the barriers to assessment is time, the Compact Profile when used by practitioners was found to be too time consuming and did not focus on the unique child as an individual learner and became a tick box exercise. Settings moved away from this way of assessing and chose to create their own internally developed systems that the Foundation Phase Profile underpinned however suited the needs of the setting more effectively with the breaking down of outcomes and observing and listening to the children not just focusing on skill sets the are achieving. It was found that a quarter of settings once the statutory use of the first six week assessment complete they moved towards using alternative programmes that were based on the foundation phase profile, however suited their needs more efficiently (Welsh Government, 2022b).

Additionally, in order to assess children and their abilities effectively practitioners need to have a strong understanding in the pedagogy behind the way children learn and the importance of play being at the centre of the learning. An understanding of the unique child and recognising how to provide quality authentic experiences within the setting is key. However, this requires the practitioners to become knowledgeable in the field which can be obtained through professional development. The drastic changes to the classroom structure may result in many practitioners being unsure on how to incorporate the new expectations into the learning environment. Kingston, and Siraj, (2017) discuss that focusing on the professional development exposing professionals to the knowledge needed to effectively support and enhancing the learning of children and build upon their existing knowledge. Professional development is an ongoing process, as the New Curriculum begins to role out into settings continued professional development (CPD)| allows pracitioners to keep up to date with expectations and guidelines on how education will look in wales. 

Similarly, professional development is needed within the inspection process, where inspection authorities needs to revaluate what they are inspected within settings. Prior to the changes the curriculum looked very different and learning a formal process. The unique child approach to learning also requires a unique school inspection process, especially as The New Curriculum for Wales has resulted in each school taking ownership of their own bespoke curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019; Estyn, 2022)

In conclusion professionals and agencies, through the use of professional development when working together can formulate appropriate methods of assessment within a play based early years curricula.

Section 3- Blog

Implementing Play Based Early Years Curricula- How does outdoor play look?

Have you ever wondered what the outdoors can bring to education? 

Previous curriculum has been target based within the classroom, with a focus on learning to gain skills to meet the then current work culture. However, the world is ever changing and developing, so to match this Wales has taken the lead in bringing learning outdoors through the use of the Foundation Phase approach, where play is at the heart of learning providing experiential learning in all environments, focusing strongly on the use of outdoors. 
The outdoors environment offers a unique setting for children to be creative, move freely and take risks (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).

But why?

Outdoor play aides children’s development and growth in line with Frobel’s theory that children are curious and thrive on being active creative learners. Gaining their knowledge through first-hand experience where problem solving opportunities ignite the creativeness within. The use of the outdoors give children optimum space to move freely and explore, gaining respect for their surroundings and understand nature (Tovey, no date) 

Children are curious and naturally explore their surroundings, using play to experiment and discover concepts. Waters, (2013) and Ibrihim, (no date) stress the benefits of outdoor learning to be significant and a great potential to develop children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and communication skills by providing learners with outdoor play opportunities.

How will this look in the early years?

Early years practitioners have an essential role supporting child development through the provision of stimulating environments. The freedom outdoor play brings to children through having the space to move and the opportunities for wider social interaction as discussed by Vygotsky enhances children’s learning, allowing for extension of their thoughts discussing their experiences with their peers or the more knowledgeable other such as the practitioner. 

Whilst exploring an outdoor environment there are ample opportunities to use the natural loose parts that occur to enhance learning. This could be presented in the form of twigs, sticks leaves, rocks, acorns pine cones and endless other natural resources. Loose parts are items discussed in Nicholson’s theory that have endless opportunities for exploration and can be used in anyway, inviting interactions and conversations with children allowing them to move or change the purpose of the object to suit their curiosity (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015).

An enabling practitioner would identify the child’s interest in the loose parts and facilitate opportunities to learn, perhaps by adding an additional resource, such as a magnifying glass, tools to measure, cut and create with many more ideas available here: https://www.communityplaythings.co.uk/Learning-Library/Articles/Maths-play-with-loose-parts.

Learning within the outdoors is more likely to be seen as play in the eyes of the child, where when children identify the difference between play and not play may engage differently being more engaged and motivated. The freedom outdoor play brings in the absence of tables and space restrictions has shown to have greater outcomes and positive behaviours, evident in the Foundation Phase where the outdoors brings higher engagement in learning from the children (Wainwright, 2021).

So what is hindering this I hear you ask?

Firstly, the most significant factor contributing to effective use of play in the outdoor is the adult, the practitioner and their role, attitudes and behaviours, a crucial factor in the effectiveness in outdoor play and children’s opportunities to engage in learning outdoors. Practitioners often perceive outdoor learning only suitable for good weather, however there isn’t such suitable weather, only access to suitable clothing to embrace all weathers (White, 2011). Another issue causing practitioners to be hesitant in the use of outdoor play in the risk of injury, understandably where there is more space, large obstacles and opportunities to run, jump and climb there will be an element of risk. An enabling adult will assess the risks and compare with the risk benefit and the setting will have adequate risk assessments in place shared with all adults in the setting to minimise risk of injury. A positive mindset of the benefits risky play has on a child’s development from the adult will allow children to participate in meaningful outdoor activities (Keith, 217; Knight 2011).

Learning in the outdoor environment, is often centred around physical skills and incorporating all areas of learning is proving difficult for practitioners to efficiently us the environment to the full potential. ESTYN have recognised that practitioners are making better use of the outdoors with regards to learning however, need additional support in developing all areas of learning.


[bookmark: _Hlk36833435]However, early years practitioners are still finding it difficult to make efficient use of the outdoor environment especially when it comes to assessing children’s learning outside. In 2011, ESTYN recognised how practitioners in Wales were making improved use of the outdoor learning environment, however, it was acknowledged that practitioners were not using it sufficiently to develop children’s reading, writing, welsh language, creativity or communication technology skills. Practitioners are often finding barriers that limit the use of efficient outdoor learning; however, it is crucial that they can identify ways in which they can overcome them (Early Education, 2020; Davis and Hamilton, 2018) 

What next?

The Foundation Phase curriculum has made a great start on delivering a play based education and in is currently incorporated within the New Curriculum for Wales, a curriculum reform set out to provide the children of Wales the best support and authentic learning opportunities to ensure they are thriving, healthy capable ambitious, ethically informed citizens of Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).

Donaldson, (2015) reports that outdoor learning supports children to gain skills, encouraging creativity, solve problems and become critical thinkers, all attributes the New Curriculum strives to embed in its learners. Previously, outdoor involvement presented itself as an additional space attached to the classroom for free play, however emphasis on ensuring the outdoor environments are just as fun, enriching and engaging as the indoor environments allowing for natural curiosity of the surrounding world. The environment should encourage freedom and experiential learning promoting the outdoors to be equally as important as indoors. 

So, wrap up warm, wear comfortable shoes and lets embrace to wonders the outdoor world has on offer for the children on the future, after all practitioners are key to successful learning, a positive proactive practitioner means a curious and capable child. 
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