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[bookmark: _GoBack]Section 1: Play Based Curricular 
This section will critically analyse how The Foundation Phase Curriculum introduces a play-based curriculum through educational and childcare settings in Wales. This section will explore the different types of resources, environments and how this effects implementation of a play based- curricular into the current curriculum. 
The Foundation Phase is the legal curriculum for all children aged between 3-7 in Wales and was introduced in September 2010. The curriculum encourages children to become more creative and imaginative, it makes learning more enjoyable and compelling for the children. The Welsh Government is actively delivering the new curriculum which is due to come into practice in September 2022 (Welsh Government, 2021). For Wales to be able to provide a successful curriculum the main focuses must be based around children's confidence, basic skills and their health and well-being, Professor Donaldson and his team analysed the curriculum with 60 different schools across Wales, they established that there was a need for improvements in the current curriculum (Taylor, C et al, 2016). Strengths and weaknesses that have been established from the current curriculum have formed the basis of the new curriculum to ensure that it will achieve the highest standards (Taylor, C et al, 2015). 
The Foundation Phase framework recognises the seven areas of learning which are formed in a holistic and cross-curricular approach with significant emphasis on the children developing their skill set further. The seven areas of learning are:
· Personal and Social Development, Well-Being, and Cultural Diversity
· Language, Literacy and Communication Skills
· Mathematical Development 
· Welsh Language Development 
· Knowledge and understanding of the World
· Physical Development 
· Creative Development 
(HWB, 2008)
This method means that traditional subjects such as science will no longer be known as science as it would now fall under the area of Knowledge and Understanding of the World. During the formation of the Foundation Phase, Education Ministers assessed and observed several types of curriculum methods, that have had an impact on educational procedures and concepts globally such as Reggio Emilia and High-Scope. These types of approaches are all open curricular and have a strong emphasis on active learning (Anning and Edwards, 1999). These techniques are mirrored in Government documents which promotes a method where children will learn through first-hand experiences with play being the focus. (HWB, 2015). 
According to Taylor, C et al (2015) between the years of 2004- 2005 and 2013-2014, the Welsh Government spent just under £100 million on teaching tools and methods along with aids for the Foundation Phase curriculum. The study showed the difference between ‘play’ and ‘not play’ situations. It documented that when children were sat doing an activity (for example, Numeracy or a literacy task with an adult present) also known as a ‘not play’ situation in this case they had low levels of engagement compared to when they were undergoing a ‘play’ task with their friends. 
The Welsh Government (2015) states that the most effective technique to promote children's development is through play-based learning. According to the Welsh Government (2014) the Independent Stock Take of the Foundation Phase details that appropriate training will play a huge role in implementing play-based curricula in all educational settings as staff will gain a better understanding of how play impacts a child's development and the true importance of implementing a play-based curriculum. 
A play based curricular in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) according to Twinkl (No Date) is a beneficial teaching method, as playing and exploring is one of the Characteristics of Effective Learning (CoEl). It has been identified that children in the early years have better chances of learning more effectively when they are given a suitable level of responsibility in their own development, this allows them to make their own mistakes and decisions. Play-based learning is integral for a child's social and emotional development, this is inclusive of the capability to form friendships and social relationships with their peers. With the use of play, children learn to communicate with each other nicely, interact confidently, overcome barriers and they will learn to settle arguments whilst they are playing together. Forbes, A. and McCloughan, G. (2010) speculate that children develop their skills best by exploring and investigating without help and guidance from adult practitioners. The adult's role within pay based learning is to safeguard the environment, stimulate the children, and encourage their creativity and imaginations when playing (Perry, E., 2014). The Foundation Phase Pedagogy states that learning needs to be taking place in both indoor and outdoor environments. This gives children the opportunity to play independently or with a group of friends and allows them to explore the different environments for themselves (Welsh Government, 2008). The use of learning through play allows the activities set by the practitioners to be child led, make mistakes, and compose their own decisions in a safe environment without consequences or their answers being ‘wrong.’
Tovey, H (2007) states that outdoor environments have many more positive impacts on a child’s learning and development than indoor learning. The outdoors supplies the children with endless amounts of freedom that they are likely to explore independently. A second critical point expressed in this chapter is that children feel a lot more at ease outdoors, they do not feel like they are being ‘watched.’ This makes them more likely to try something they have not done before or even to just give a different activity a go that they may not feel comfortable doing in an indoor environment. Foundation phase environments should advocate exploration, independence, and discovery, with a considerable emphasis on the use of outdoor environments as the main source for children's development (Welsh Government, 2015). 
However, on the other hand, there are some drawbacks of continual outdoor play-based learning time. This can become quite difficult for educational settings for several reasons. The National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare (2016) states that in day care settings, practitioners and staff by law must follow the child: adult ratio for safeguarding and health and safety measures. The ratios are one adult to every three children that are under the age of 2, one adult to every four children that are the age of 2, one adult to every eight children that are between the ages of 3 and 7 and one adult to every 10 children that are aged between 8 and 12. This therefore means that there are more staff in these childcare settings to provide support and attention to the children. In comparison to the Welsh Government (2015) which details that within the Foundation Phase to be able to ensure appropriate delivery the ratios need to be a one to eight ratio of staff to children within classes of children aged between 3 and 4. When analysing the evidence presented by both the National Minimum Standards and the Welsh Government, it has reinforced the argument that school settings have an inadequate amount of support and staffing within the classrooms in comparison to other childcare settings such as day care centres and day nurseries. This can therefore cause hinderances for children as they lose the opportunities for the freedom of outdoor play due to the shortage of staff available to oversee and supervise. 
When curriculums are being developed throughout countries across the world, Local Authorities and Governments will supervise, investigate, and enforce ideas and procedures from different curriculum approaches from across the globe. Wainwright et al, 2019) states that approaches like Reggio Emilia and Te- Wharik, are examples of the styles of curriculum that put a big emphasis on active child led learning, play based learning and independent learning. This links in well with the importance of diverse environments detailed in The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Loris Malaguzzi created the Reggio Emilia approach, and it is based upon the belief that diverse environments incorporated into learning is one of the key factors of a learning process and how the children can develop. The goals of a Reggio Emillia classroom are for it to be homely, welcoming, and bright for both the staff and children who attend the educational setting. Teaching and childcare staff who follow these approaches will be able to gain inspiration for their classroom décor and different types of resources for the children’s cultures to ensure that diversity is included within classroom environments. Bright and enticing classrooms with a wide variety of resources can all work towards a fun learning environment for the children to be involved in. Having resources that young children can be actively involved in can help develop their interests into different things. Even though, young children in these provisions are given diverse types of educational resources, the environments around them are set up in ways that help the children gain inspiration to use their own imagination and creativity to be able to direct their own learning without much support from the adult practitioners (Magnet Schools, 2020). 
After reading the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years report, it detailed those educational settings that follow the open-ended child led approach, it was shown that interactions between adults and children are effective and more robust. However, they do detail that the interactions are not as often throughout the day, this is due to the amount of independent learning and exploring completed by the children. Vygotsky (1978) argued that teachers are there to provide support and help facilitate learning by planning and preparing activities that children can complete to link to their prior knowledge and experiences. Doing this helps the further develop their understanding (Siraj-Blatchford, et al, 2002). 
Even though, Governments can set out different frameworks for educational and childcare settings to follow, it could become difficult for all settings to understand. If that is the case, it will become difficult to implement, this may be due to a lack of training or that the settings just do not understand how it will work in their individual environments. Following on from this, the Welsh Government has implemented inspections in school settings across Wales to ensure that the appropriate procedures are being undertaken and followed. This ensures that the children in these settings are obtaining the most beneficial experiences and education in the school settings (Estyn, 2020). 
In the Education Act (2002), section 163 states that any Estyn Inspections that are carried out, will put emphasis on standards to ensure that the schools meet these, such as safeguarding, health and safety and the care of the children and staff that attend these settings. Estyn (2021) details that schools throughout Wales worry about upcoming inspections, even though the main aim of these inspections are to place emphasis on the improvements needed to support learners within the settings and to help encourage creativity and innovation using the Foundation Phase Framework (Estyn, 2021b). 
With regards to schools in Wales having regular routine inspections from Estyn, members of staff have expressed their thoughts on the effects and conclusions on the feedback. When evaluating the Donaldson report from 2018, it was noted that teaching staff has clarified the need for support when establishing the new curriculum as school settings may sense the pressure and will need reassurance that the risks, they take will support the development of children (Donaldson, 2018). 
In a BBC article recently released, Plaid Cymru detailed that the new curriculum for Wales that is set to start in September has considerable capability, but for it to be successful in supporting the children’s development during their time in education it would be beneficial to invest in new and improved resources (BBC, 2021). 
According to the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE), staff members who have undertaken continued professional development have more of a beneficial impact on children’s development. It was also argued within the report that for children to be able to further develop and for their interests to be introduced into their learning, staff members need to have a considerable amount of understanding on the appropriate approach for the children in attendance and the settings. A suggestion from the report was for all staff in early years settings to have an in-depth knowledge of the curriculum they are teaching and the ways in which they can help children's personal growth develop further (Sylva, 2004). 
Following on from the EPPE report, the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years and Siraj Blatchford et al (2002) reports go on to further suggest that qualified staff in these settings provide more efficient academic activities for the early years children. It was also reported that higher qualified staff had exceptional skills to help encourage children to engage in the activities through the ability of carrying out interactions via a one-to-one basis. 
In conclusion, this part of the paper has evaluated The Foundation Phase Curriculum in Wales and has shown different ways of establishing this play- based curricular in early years educational settings. It has researched the ways in which The Foundation Phase implements pedagogy and how it improves learning. It has highlighted the challenges faced when following set frameworks, these may be lack of support, funding issues, pressure from upcoming inspections and lack of access to outdoor learning zones.
Section 2: A Unique Child 
This section will critically evaluate from the perspective of the unique child, methods of tracking, assessing, and monitoring children in the early years. The focus of this discussion will be on the current Foundation Phase assessment and observation methods. 
According to Dictionary (No date) the term ‘uniqueness’ is defined as something that exists as the only one or sole example; single; solitary in type; or characteristics. Early Years Matters (No date) state that babies and young children mature in all areas of development in their own time and their specific ways. Therefore, it is important to include diversity in all aspects of educational settings, this ensures that no child is discriminated against despite their backgrounds. The foundation of the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ is that the curriculums focus is the wellbeing of the children. It identifies that all children from an early age are talented students who evolve in their own personal and unique ways. Warwick University (2005) states that children and their families should be respected and valued for who they are and not their educational abilities. 
Taylor (2016) completed an evaluation on the Foundation Phase Framework, during his evaluation he explains that the framework is far from flawless and unfortunately does have restraints regarding the capability and rapport with each individual child. Taylor develops on this by mentioning that within the Foundation Phase Profile there is not an option for a follow-on scheme for the children as they advance through school. In comparison to this Jayne waters (2016) completed an assessment of the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP), within the assessment she speaks extensively and discusses the holistic approach within the FPP, whilst further highlighting the necessities for practitioners to acquire to be able to supply a successful curriculum.
There are many ways in which children can be assessed, tracked, and monitored within school settings, some are more beneficial than others. One of these methods is by completing standardised tests on the children from reception through to year 11 every 3 years (HWB, 2019). Standardised testing is where all children in these year groups complete a test which is the same for every child. Standardised testing has many benefits, but it is also known to have negative impacts too. Some of the benefits of standardised testing include a neutral source for the results to have come from, this makes it easy for the schools to see what subjects need more improvement in and they can evaluate their progress in doing so when they repeat the same tests in the following years, this is a straightforward way to gather data overall as a whole school approach. However, this type of testing seems to have more of a negative impact on the children than a positive one. When the word ‘test’ is mentioned to a child, they automatically panic and think the worst of the situation. Another adverse effect of standardised testing is that these tests unfortunately do not differentiate between children because they are all the same, so you have the children of a lower ability or a child with additional learning needs sitting the same test as a child who is more able and talented, and therefore does not show a true reflection of the child and what they are capable of. (Whitby School, No date).
According to Mayes (2019), Australian teachers have called to ban the standardised testing for children under eight as they believe that the Scandinavian play-based approach to children’s learning has more of a positive effect on them and shows true reflection of their abilities when practitioners complete observations on them as they are in a more natural environment, However the Education Secretary, Damian Hinds would disagree with this, and he believes that standardised testing is important to be completed within primary schools, in an official UK government article he states “Stopping testing means not checking whether something is ok or not. In the world of primary school education, that means stopping checking whether our children can read, write and add up.” (Hinds, 2019). 
In addition to this, Montessori detailed the observation technique in her practice, and this is continued in her schools at present. Montessori based practice relies a lot more on formative types of assessment like observations as this allows the practitioner to focus on the child’s individual learning needs. Completing observations allows practitioners to take notes and review them later, if necessary, this can help them in deciding if children need certain lessons revisited or if they would benefit from different resources to be made available in the classroom. With this type of approach, the practitioner can determine the best time to move forward onto a different topic (Renaissance Montessori School, 2020). 
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) requires children's assessments to be completed predominately using observation techniques with their needs and abilities being the central focus of the observation. The Department for Education (2012) states that “ongoing assessment is an integral part of the learning and development process. It involves practitioners observing children to understand their level of achievement, interests and learning styles, and then to shape learning experiences for each child reflecting those observations.” This shows that it is important for observations to be regular and any assessments that are developed for the child must be based around the outcomes of their observation to be able to gain a true reflection of the child’s abilities. 
Learning stories are another way of completing and recording observations of children over a specific period, this helps form an account of how they learn. Learning stories originated from the work of Margaret Carr and have been based on the sociocultural theory. Carr (2001) provides us with an example of how to document children’s learning clearly. Her idea is to create an account that are split into sections from different observations which evidently show what the child knows and can do and can therefore document what will come next (Nursery World, 2017). The sole purpose of documenting children’s learning in this type of way is to help improve and enhance their learning for future developments. There have been several types of ways in which these learning stories have been documented, some settings document their findings in a portfolio approach where the observations and examples of children’s work are kept together to show their progress within the setting. On the other hand, other practitioners have formatted their observation sheets in the hope to be able to judge the children’s next steps in their learning. This type of assessment is not the most beneficial of them all as it is a time-consuming way of completing observations, which may lead to the write up taking place later or even a different date, this can mean that these stories can be written after the observation has taken place and things may be missed out, it relies very heavily on how well the practitioner remembers the key details. Another reason these may not be as beneficial as the others is that childcare practitioners work a wide variety of hours which means they may not have been present when the observation took place which may mean that the observation is being written up by a person who was not there to see it, meaning some of the observation may be down to the practitioner's imagination of what could have happened. 
Another way of tracking children’s progress is through an intervention process. According to Ofsted (2009) Intervention is for ‘children who are working below national expectations, but who have the potential to reach the levels expected for pupils of their age if they are given prompt support and motivation.’ Practitioners are encouraged to monitor children’s work and identify as soon as possible which children would benefit from intervention, detecting the areas needing improvement early on can help prevent barriers later in their learning. The intervention programme allows materials and activities available to teachers to help support the focus group pupils. Intervention can be beneficial for the children involved. They have no knowledge of why they are having extra time and help in certain subjects because most of the time they are in groups with other children, this is affective because they do not know that they are of a lower ability. Sometimes all children need is that little confidence boost for them to recognise they can do these subjects on their own and intervention is the perfect time for that. 
The Ofsted Intervention (2009) mentions that small group intervention was the most effective way and if the teaching assistant has had comprehensive training, they need to work well with the class teacher and they need to have favourable subject knowledge to ensure the most efficient practice. However, it was also noted that schools need to promote regular training for staff, which included the teaching assistants on intervention programmes for them to be able to deliver the specific training programmes appropriately.
Moreover, some educational settings may put their children into separate groups based on their ability, this can take away the meaning of the ‘unique child’ because even though the children would be in a group with others of the same ability, there may be children who are very outspoken compared to others and this would have a detrimental effect on those who are of a quieter disposition. However, by ability grouping it allows the practitioners to differentiate work for different abilities therefore this can allow the more able and talented (MAT) children to be challenged and the children of a lower ability have more of a focused activity where they can have a more in-depth lesson on topic they struggle with. On the other hand, according to the National Education Union (2017) teachers worry about the negative impact that ability grouping may have on children as it widens the gap between MAT children and those of a lower educational ability. Along with this, setting children in ability groups can often create stereotypes, people often assume that those who are of a lower ability come from a poor background. This causes a detrimental impact on social mobility and the government's aim of a ‘Great Meritocracy.’ According to The Guardian (2002) ‘Teaching children in ability groups does not raise standards and can make those in lower "sets" feel less capable of progressing, research shows today’. The research has shown that where the ability grouping has been introduced it has had a positive impact on those MAT children and has challenged them but unfortunately it has declined to show any positives for those children of a lower educational ability. 
Furthermore, the new curriculum has plans to put into place a new form of assessment where they will put children into progression steps which will be advantageous for their levels of development. This will often be completed via age related levels of development, an example of this could be that a child who is 4 years of age but have the educational ability to complete maths work that is designed for a child that is 6 years of age. Consequently, the child's maths age would be further on in the progression step profile. 
Subsequently, after looking over the evidence produced within section 2, it has shown there is a very mixed reviews and opinions in relation to tracking, monitoring and assessing. In the current curriculum children are expected to complete a set of formal assessments which are then marked and graded according to their performance. However, the new curriculums approach to tracking and assessing has a more continual approach, the children’s assessments are marked via their educational age rather than using levels which makes these assessments more unique and particular to each child. The new curriculum is introducing the four purposes which links in with the ‘Unique Child’ approach as it allows children to use their learning to freely express themselves. Parental feedback has had mixed reviews in relation to the new approach and the purpose of the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019).
Section 3: The New Early Years Curricular VS Outdoor Learning
 As an early year’s practitioner, myself, I have failed to understand why so few early years practitioners involve the outdoors, not only this but why parents fail to understand the many benefits that the outdoor environment can have on the children's learning and wellbeing. The current curriculum that schools and nurseries follow is the Foundation Phase (2015). This curricular has guidance available on how practitioners can include outdoor learning within their framework. In the Foundation Phase profile (Hwb, 2019), it shows that during an evaluation, only 34% of childcare practitioners disclosed that they use the outdoors and implement it into their daily learning. According to Hwb (2014) ‘The benefits of outdoor learning and play for children cannot be underestimated’. Outdoor learning has a significant impact on children's learning, development, health, and wellbeing. 
The active approach to outdoor learning has been found to be more appropriate for children that struggle with traditional indoor learning, it gives them the chance to express themselves in ways they may not be able to in the classroom, this enables practitioners the chance to see their true colours and abilities in a more candid approach. It gives children a chance to gain experience, be as loud and as messy as they want to be, but also the chance to learn how to take risks and the consequences of this, whether they are good or bad (Hwb, 2014). 
The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook (2009) focuses on the positive impact and many benefits that outdoor learning can have on children’s intellectual growth. Most of these benefits focus on physical activity and the impact physical activity can have on children’s mental health and their physical health. Cefai and Camilleri (2015) concluded that there is a significant global health concern regarding children's mental health and that it can be up to one in five children that will end up requiring support with their mental health, wellbeing or even both. Promoting the use of the outdoors could help reduce this significantly. Giving children the chance to use the outdoor environment to learn will give them the opportunity to experience nature for themselves with their friends and peers, this will help their social development and their literacy development because they will be using several types of vocabulary when talking to their peers. The outdoor environment has multiple ways of ensuring that children are following the four purposes of the Foundation Phase (2015), helping them become healthy, confident individuals, which will benefit them massively when they grow older. 
It is critical to note that the Foundation Phase outdoor learning handbook (2009) states that the outdoors is not an extra to the Foundation Phase but is embedded into it and is inseparable. Consequently, this makes me wonder why practitioners are not jumping at the opportunity to use the outdoor environments to help further develop children’s skills. After reading the Foundation Phase evaluation (Gov.Wales, 2015), it has become knowledge that the outdoor learning areas were infrequently used alongside of the classroom. Following on from this it has become clear that there should be a set amount of compulsory training that all practitioners receive before the New Curriculum for Wales (2020) comes into place to ensure that they are aware and understand the importance of outdoor play for children and how many benefits it has on each individual child. 
Referring to the Foundation Phase Evaluation (2015) it states that practitioners were asked if outdoor learning opportunities were dependent on weather conditions and the general feedback was agreeing with this. However, children do benefit from being in outdoor environments. The McMillan sisters would agree with this, they were the pioneers for outdoor learning, they would have children outside in their open-air nursery whether it was raining or sunny, they felt that children benefit from fresh air as it is much better for their mental health and the opportunity for child led learning is greater outside than in. The New Curriculum (2020) aims for all children to have greater opportunities to undergo activities outdoors as there is no such thing as bad weather, there are many ways around it, the children could be dressed in puddle suits and wellies if rain was an issue. This is the way forward for future learning and every practitioner should have outdoor learning space as it gives them the opportunity to observe children in a more beneficial manner. 
Unfortunately, children's lives have changed since the last decade. Technology is a lot more popular now and children would rather spend time looking at a screen than out in their local environments exploring the great outdoors. Ofcom (2015) states that 52% of children aged 3-4 own or have access to a tablet. Nevertheless, this does not mean that they cannot use their tablet whilst still being outdoors. Pokémon Go would be a prime example of this, it is a game that was brought out in 2016 and gave children and adults around the world the opportunity to go searching in the outdoors, characters would be hidden somewhere on a virtual map on the app and the user would have to go to the destination outdoors to be able to capture them on the app. This gives children the opportunity to be able to be outdoors whilst doing something they enjoy. 
Article 12 of the UNCRC (United Convention on the Rights of the Child) (1990) states that ‘every child has the right to freely express her or his views, in all matters affecting her or him, and the subsequent right for those views to be given due weight, according to the child's age and maturity.’  It is critical that this is remembered when planning activities for children. Children need the opportunity to give their opinions on their learning experiences. 
One of the main benefits of outdoor learning is that it fits into any topic that the class may be following. This links in well with divergent thinking. According to Runco (2013) divergent thinking is when someone suggests other ideas for how things can be perceived. For example, a child may look at a table and think of it as a base camp for a superhero which would link into their themes of fantasy. Children are known for having incredible imaginations. 
The evidence produced in the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) is endlessly showing how beneficial outdoor environments are for children, there is always something that the children can be doing outside, rather than the work sheets in the classroom that they will not remember 5 years down the line. 
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