Section 1 – Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula. 
For the past 13 years Welsh schools have implemented the Foundation Phase curriculum which was produced by Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (Welsh Government, 2008) within the government. This was the statutory framework which was introduced in all schools for children aged three to seven. According to Early Years Wales (2020, p. 1) the Foundation Phase is when ‘Children are given opportunities to explore the world around them and understand how things work by taking part in practical activities relevant to their developmental stage’. This means by completing the different real-life experienced activities, they are developing their thinking skills by exploring different concepts and sharing ideas to solve problems. At the heart of the Foundation Phase framework lies holistic development looking at all aspects of a child’s development including social, emotional, and mental development as well as the physical and intellectual development that has previously taken priority (Welsh Government, 2015). The curriculum has focused on meeting the needs of a diverse range of children from three to seven years old by encouraging practitioners to focus on individual’s stage of learning rather than age-related development. Welsh national curriculum aims to be inclusive and ensure all students have an education supporting the Education Act 2002, the regardless of their age, ability including anyone with special educational needs (UNESCO, 2012). The Foundation Phase was a strategic reform designed by the Welsh Government ‘get the best for Wales’; they wanted to raise basic skills including for those who were at a disadvantage, promote the Welsh language and traditions (NAfW, 2001). 
Throughout the years the Foundation Phase curriculum has been reviewed on how it has been implemented throughout schools in Wales. There have been three evaluations by Cardiff University including the Welsh Government-funded three-year independent evaluation, additionally reviewed from ESTYN on inspections, independent stocktakes and a report by Graham Donaldson. Since implemented the Foundation Phase it has become the largest evaluation the United Kingdom has seen for a new education curriculum ever conducted (Cardiff University, 2015; Taylor, C. et al, 2015). Evaluations taken place included a range of different techniques including surveys, classroom assistants, data from policymakers along with asking teachers and teachings assistants, older children within the Foundation Phase to partake and share information (WISERD, 2014). Findings from the evaluation show that the Foundation Phase was seen as a positive outcome of education for children from most people (Waters, 2016), although not everyone at first was on board with the curriculum at first as the Local Authority Early Years Advisor suggested within Taylor’s (2015) Final report that some practitioners feared the new curriculum as they only viewed it as children playing all day from a lack of understanding the distinction between the different types of play within the Foundation Phase framework.
Reviewing the final report on the Foundation Phase 2015 and the independent stocktake there are many recommendations that the Welsh government need to focus on when making improvements on the school curriculum in Wales. Firstly, one recommendation being suggested in the stocktake and the final report is that the Welsh Government need to be more specific on the Pedagogy within the curriculum that practitioners should implement in their planning (Siraj, 2014; Taylor, et al., 2015). Pedagogy is the method and practice of teaching, especially as an academic subject or theoretical concept (Powley, 2019). When the Foundation Phase framework was first introduced the approach that was seen to be implemented was the sociocultural theory that was developed by Levi Vygotsky (Edwards, 2009; Fleer, 2003). The theory focuses on children learning through social interactions such as talking, observations of others and listening. According to Mcleod (2020) ‘Lev Vygotsky (1934) has become the foundation of much research and theory in cognitive development over the past several decades, particularly of what has become known as the sociocultural theory.’ The theory is based on that a big impact for a child’s development is the environment and the culture of each individual within the setting, all the while play needs to be a central part when planning. The theory encouraged experiencing and problem solving to help the child progress their development greatly, these are known as tools. Although when reviewed by Siraj (2014) in the independent stocktake and Taylor, et al. (2015) in the evaluation of the Foundation Phase, both parties made a recommendation to make clear links to theory within the curriculum by providing guidance and training to practitioners. Siraj-Blatchford, et al. (2007) reported earlier than the 2014 stocktake that the Foundation Phase curriculum was sending ‘mixed messages’ to practitioners on the adult pedagogy when it came to the play policy. This is supported by Maynard et al. (2013) who suggests that there is no single clear explanation within the documentation for approaches and pedagogy to support and guide practitioners, which causes a problematic nurture on how people understand ‘play’ (Wood, 2007 and 2007a). It is important for practitioners to understand which pedagogy should be implemented within their work as it gives them an insight into the best practices to implement within the classroom setting. As a result of having training and guidance to support the theory within the foundation phase will allow practitioners to understand how they can tailor their lesson to suit these needs to each individual child’s needs, in addition this will improve the quality of teaching and how it is received by students (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Therefore, the Welsh Government should provide training and support when implementing a new curriculum to help practitioners gain the knowledge to enhance their role within the Foundation Phase (Siraj, 2014).
Another recommendation is a simpler assessment procedure within the Foundation Phase. Taylor, et al. (2015) states in recommendation 14 that ‘clarification is required on the progress and development of the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework and associated Foundation Phase Profile.’ This concern was also raised by OECD report (2014) who identified that the Welsh Government need to ‘Ensure that student assessments support learning for all and align to national objectives’ This weakness has been acknowledged by the Welsh Government has agreed that assessments within the framework are not well understood and embedded (Welsh Government, 2014). Within the educational improvement plan there is understanding of providing assessment feedback to support practitioners in recognising if children are progressing as intended. In 2015 the Welsh Government brought out the Early Years Development Assessment Framework (EYDAF). According to Lewis (2014) the framework provides ‘a single overarching 0-7 assessment framework and a suite of linked assessment tools which can be used to chart children’s progress, longitudinally, across the early years.’ This framework was used to help support practitioners to assess children in the foundation phase by producing a document that measures the children’s progress and supporting ongoing development. Practitioners can also find guidance within the Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2017) which contains two sets of skills ladders for the overall areas of learning, these ladders are to use as a baseline to support practitioners in formative and summative assessments.

In 2021 the Foundation Phase was replaced in school by The New Curriculum for Wales. The reason for this change is that The Welsh Government (2021a) want to make sure the curriculum for children within Wales is able to support children using creative lessons in a way that is connected to real-life situations. The New Curriculum set outs in legislations that all schools cover the same consistency and core learning approaches for all young people from ages 3 to 16 (Welsh Government, 2021b)
‘The four purposes within the framework are that all children and young people will be:
· Ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives.
· Enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work.
· Ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.
· Healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.’
(Dauncey, 2021, p.1).
As discussed previously two of the recommendations from the Foundation Phase Framework included a more defined link to theories to support planning and simpler assessments to gage children’s progress on the different areas of learning, the main outcome of these recommendations was that there was more support needed for practitioners to incorporated both well into their practice. Therefore, the main question is there enough support and guidance from the Welsh Government for to practitioners to implement these within their practice when delivering The New Curriculum? 
On the Welsh Government website there are many resources to support practitioners through the New Curriculum and even incorporating a design your own school curriculum for settings. Although it is seen that some schools within Wales are struggling with responsibility of how to implement the New Curriculum within their setting (Gately, 2020) which is also suggested by ESTYN (2022) that leaders within schools are uncertain about the way to approach assessment within the New Curriculum (Wightwick, 2022). There is a mixed range of a difference of opinion on what the support and guidance is saying within the New curriculum but due to it slowly rolling out in schools within Wales, this means only time will tell if the support and guidance can help achieve a more improved curriculum for children and young people.
Section 2 – The Unique Child.
The Foundation Phase (2015) implicate that children should be given the opportunities to learn new skills while being respected, valued and encouraged to develop at their own unique pace. Jeannie Fulbright states that ‘Every child is unique, therefore their education should be’ which is support by the Curriculum for Wales (2022) as it is seen that the framework should be design to the needs of each individual child as children have their own unique needs and aspirations, therefore no schools should have the same curriculum throughout Wales. In educational assessments it is consider a desirable quality to incorporate fairness into the assessment of individual children (Green, et al. 2007; Tierney 2013). This means giving all children a fair chance of developing skills within the classroom. When the Foundation Phase was implemented, practitioners focused on the guidance of the Foundation Phase Profile (2017) to assess children. For Example The Foundation Phase incorporated the Literacy and Numeracy framework for practitioners to use as guidance. The framework used age-related guidance on where children should be at certain ages. This does not support the unique child as it can be see that the child is not progressing within the correct time frame and this is not giving the individual equal opportunities to develop skills and knowledge at their own pace (Every Child Matters, 2007). The Welsh Government has now improved on the assessment stages in the New Curriculum (2022) for children by focusing on progressions steps with the assessment guidance rather than age-related guidance, which is called the descriptions of learning. The Welsh Government (2022) now suggests that the descriptions of learning help guide practitioners in how children should progress over a period of years allowing children to progress through the different progression steps at their own pace. This benefits children as it encourages children to take their time when exploring a new topic to make sure they feel confident in what they are doing (Kids Academy, 2016). 
Looking at the progression of children there are a wide range of different assessment types used all over the world. One that would be suited for the New Curriculum is the learning stories assessments that is incorporated within schools in New Zealand. New Zealand follow a Curriculum called Te Whariki, that states ‘A child is a treasure, to be nurtured, to grow, to flourish.’ Using a different range of formative assessments within the curriculum support practitioner in identify the learning taking place, progression of development and what steps to take time. The learning stories assessments is an observation that is that’s place where the practitioner has seen development taking place, the practitioner should write down what they see, hear and knows (Twinkl, no date). This also encourages the child to complete self-assessment on their learning which can help them improve on different areas within the future (Markus and Nuris, 1986). Learning story assessments help children form a sense of identify, by knowing what they are doing and understanding the different ways they may learn can develop a sense of self-worth and importance while developing their own interests as an individual (Early Education, 2017). Another benefit of the learning stories assessment is that the overview of the observation that took place is an in-depth one, therefore looking back at the assessment, individuals can understand exactly how the child was able to progress in different areas of development. 
Although overall, there are many benefits to stories assessments for a unique child, one barrier may include the time it can take to complete a learning story assessment on a child. In research is has shown that with many changes over the curriculums the expectations of teachers greatly influence practitioner’s daily activities (Ballet and Kelchtermans, 2009). By incorporating learning stories as an assessment method within schools will take the student-teacher experience away. It is suggested within the educational system that when reporting on an event that has taken place it is important to write it down as soon as possible, therefore if a practitioner witnesses a child progressing on to the next stage of development, they would have to complete a learning story as soon as possible before information is forgotten, which could lead to a decrease in ratio if the practitioner left to complete this form of assessment. The National Minimum Standards (2016) reflects the importance of child to staff ratio and that for children to receive the best form of practice these must be met by practitioners. 
To conclude, learning stories can be incorporated within the new curriculum to support children in gaining their own identity while gaining new skills and in-depth knowledge, if there is enough time and staff within the environment to promote this type of assessment. Furthermore, if needed practitioners could be willing to carry on using the tick sheets, observations, single word spelling test and baseline tests when need but encouraged to use learning stories when practitioner are able, for example once a month of each different area of learning.

Section 3 – what are the benefits of using media to develop literacy skills?

Throughout the whole world one of the main areas of development within early years is literacy. A common way most people think of to improve develop literacy skills is by reading a book. It encourages children to explore and discover while widening and deepening of knowledge and understanding (Librarian, 2016). Now the times are changing and technology is becoming more and more incorporated within the early year setting. Children have the resources today to start using screen media from a young age, from watching television to using tablets, computers and phones to communicate with others and use social media (Heintz and Wartella 2021). The technology that will be reviewed in this blog are E-books, Tablets, Interactive Whiteboards and educational programmes. Do these really promote the development of literacy for children?

In today’s society children have wide range of different devices they can use when accessing books. When downloading a book on a device they are referred to as E-books. According to Yates (2001, p.1) ‘An E-book is a text presented in a format which allows it to be read on a computer’. Children will be able to gain access to any book on devices such as kindle, Ipad, Iphone and even have them read to them through devices such as Alexa and Tonies which connect different books to whichever character the children pick. E-books promote the development of literacy from a young age as when children start listening to bedtime stories, E-books can narrate the whole book for the individual and can include interactive games and picture to help explain the story (Lowry, 2016). By having an E-book repeat stories, over time this will help children recognise different words and go on to reading the book the same time as the narrator (Salmon, 2014). This type of technology supports children is developing word recognition skills as well as understanding a sentence structure.

The growing platform of television channels now gives children the choice of thousands of programmes to choose from. They can watch these through live tv, downloading different programme or even streaming them. For children to develop skills from television programmes, the programme needs to incorporate different areas of development which can include literacy skills (Hill, 2016). There are a wide range of educational programmes to choose from these days but my focus will be on three different ones that promote literacy for children. The BBC channel has a wide range of interactive programmes on Ceebies and BBC Iplayer that promote literacy for children from a young age. From watching these types of programmes of rainy days when children must stay in at play time etc and develop skills while having fun, Petty (P.21 2014) states ‘Enjoyable tasks create more participation, concentration, persistence, and more cognitive engagement.’ 

These types of programmes can help children learn phonics, promote vocabulary and learn new words. For example, Alphablocks can encourage children to start learning phonics improving on their literacy development from a young age. Primarily Learning (no date, p.1) suggests ‘Jolly phonics provides a thorough foundation for reading and writing.’ Educational programmes such as Yakka Dee can be engaging for children as they are interactive, colourful and use music throughout.
Programmes like the ones discussed are interactive as they ask the audience to partake in the song with them by first repeating after them and then singing the song together. This can be a step on from the phonics as children are using different skills by completing a listen and say activity which in turn can help them start to recognise whole words or sentences. 

While these days people encourage children to watch educational programmes, there is also the potential of the child becoming addicted to television. Children who watch television for 6-8 hours can be seen as addicted (Horvath, 2004). This can help a massive impact on a child’s literacy develop as they are lacking interaction with others, less likely to use their imagination as the programme is doing that for them and also exploring different environment from indoor to outdoors. These types of factors are important of the development of literacy for children. Children are simulated by achieving social interactions in different environments is an important predictor of a child’s language and literacy development (Frijters et al. 2000).

Furthermore, a source that is seen in schools all over the United Kingdom are Interactive whiteboards. Interactive whiteboards are seen as revolutionary in today’s learning as they are engaging for all children (Curwood, 2009). Having an Interactive whiteboard within your classroom as it can support a range of learning styles for all individual learners. VARK’s learning styles which are Visual, Aural/Auditory, Read/Write and lastly Kinaesthetic. The interactive whiteboard helps support all learners with these different styles. Having all different activities on one device can been in Vygotsky’s ZPD as children can choose educational games developing their literacy skills or other area’s while playing. Vygotsky’s ZPD theory encourages play as a fundamental part of a child’s cognitive and emotional development (Beckley, 2012).


One software most commonly use on the whiteboard is the Jolly Phonics software. This has a wide range of activities for children to choose from that supports the development of literacy skills while being fun (Jolly Learning, 2018). It is seen that learning phonics has been an efficient way for children to be able to understand the alphabetical code to improve on their reading and writing skills (Neaum, 2012). The different activities to choose from can encourage children throughout the early years setting to partake in. For example, nursery children who are aged three to four years old can started by mark marking. As the first step when learning how to write this is important to incorporate into the classroom from a young age as it encourages emergent writing. According to Mayer (2007, p.35) this ‘means that children begin to understand that writing is a form of communication and their marks on paper convey a message.’ By using mark making children are able to keep practicing until they feel confident enough to move on to the next phase of the software. This then progresses each individual child on to their next stage of development and so on until the all areas have been completed. Previous research has shown that letter-writing activities has a positive influence by improving on the child’s emerging literacy skills (Puranik et al, 2011).

One of the most popular technologies with children now are tablets and smart phones. In most schools now they have access to computers and i-pads, but within this blog I will be discussing the ways in which tablets have helped children’s literacy over the past couple year and my own personal reflection on how using media on tablets helped me improve my daughter’s literacy skills through Covid-19. During lockdown parents had to become teachers by relying on different devices to help them home school their child. Parents were sent log-ins, work and activities through different software to help support their child in continuing their development while schools were shut. As a parent who had to home school my daughter throughout lockdown as well as teach online myself, I was amazed at the different range of media there is for children to develop skills in different areas of learning. One software that worked well for myself to home school my daughter and teach at the same time was reading eggs. The Reading Egg (2021) website is accurate in how they potry their software, by stating they ‘make learning to read interesting and engaging for kids, with great online reading games and activities.’ My daughter was able to sit next to me to and work on her reading and writing skills, which was easy to complete on a touch screen tablet. The software was easy to use, including for myself who had not used it since working in the early years 5 years ago. Independently with me supporting her if need, she developed new sounds and was able to recognise them in whole words.
Today’s media within schools can help the development of children’s literacy in many ways. They are engaging and fun while children are learning new skills and encourage interaction to build of their knowledge. 
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