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Section one 
Resulting from a referendum in Wales in 1997 and the implementation of Government of Wales Act (2006), The National Assembly for Wales Commission was established to provide support services on behalf of the Welsh Assembly Government and Wales has relished in the opportunity to implement  it’s own law making powers maintaining that Welsh influences were included in many of their reforms.  One of the areas which has come under much change has been the school curriculum, where Education Ministers have taken the opportunity to support learning to develop the whole child.  From early years through to adulthood there is an emphasis on culture, wellbeing and academics. Power. (2016)   However, it is important to hear views of some researchers who question whether the principles of the Welsh Government do not come from opposition towards English policies  and instead draw upon the evidence available. Prowle, (2012)
In September 2008, The Welsh Government (2008) introduced the Foundation Phase for children of 3 to 7 years of age.   The purpose was to enable pupils to learn through hands on experiences, drawing on the teachings of theorists such as Dewey Your Article Library, (no date) and Piaget, (1999) , who taught theories  that children learn through experiences such as playing and exploring, for their views on experiential learning.  Another approach which is said to have influenced the Foundation Phase is Reggio Emilia (Wiserd, 2013) which is  an area of Northern Italy renowned for it’s early years curriculum to support  children who are curious, full of wonder and are naturally inquisitive with a desire to know about the World around them.  
The Welsh Government (2014)   appointed Professor Graham Donaldson to review the curriculum and during the review he spoke to practitioners who felt that they should have more input in the decision making regarding the teaching of the curriculum,  Students felt that the equipment needed to be updated and they also expressed a wish to experience a more fulfilling learning experience with the focus on life skills, career skills. They expressed a wish that their education would  be fun and enjoyable.  He also found that although the early years curriculum has been the subject of reform in Wales for several years, previous reviews had been driven by statistics in education and he wanted to steer away from measuring progress through Data analysis and focus the assessments on individual learner’s progress (Donaldson 2015).   The result of the review was a report entitled Successful Futures (2015)
According to The  OECD (2017),  previous attempts to reform the curriculum in Wales have not been meeting the criteria to reach the targets which should take learners through to the next stages of the 21st century and they advised that the Welsh government would need to continue to make improvements to the quality of its education system to raise the learning outcomes and wellbeing of all students in Wales and the continuous reform of the curriculum is essential for education in Wales to offer students the opportunity to gain knowledge and skills to move with the ever-changing world in which we are living and this was also stated in a further review by the  OECD (2020).   
The New Curriculum will replace the Foundation Phase in Wales from September 2022 and although the Foundation Phase principles of learning through play remain the same, The New Curriculum aims to make learning even more experience based, and children’s progress will be assessed using expectations based on a child’s individual development   rather than setting outcomes measured on a child’s age and stage of development.   Also, Religious education will become mandatory for children from the age of 3 years old whereas previously it was not mandatory until a child was 5 or in reception class. NDNA (2020)



At the time of the introduction of the Foundation Phase in 2008, the aims of the Welsh Government were to bridge the gap in performance and attainment between students from lower income background and that of children from affluent families.  Running alongside initiatives such as Flying Start, and the appointment of a Children’s Commissioner the Foundation Phase was designed not only to improve educational achievement in Wales but also to reduce the disparity between pupils from different socio-economic backgrounds. Pisa (2020) results shows that Wales is the lowest performing nation within the UK despite the United Kingdom as a whole making progress in the rankings across all core subjects according to results calculated for tests conducted by PISA (2018) which was reported in an article by BBC (2019), however according to an OECD (2014) report titled “Improving Schools in Wales – An OECD Perspective, the Welsh Government has seen an improvement in attainment for disadvantaged students in the main subjects of Mathematics, English and Science.
This has been achieved mainly due to the focus on Early year education in Wales and its ability to provide the foundations to support the ongoing learning and development of the student in Wales through to secondary education, which has always been the intended reasons for the implementation of the Foundation phase according to Donaldson (2015).   To further support their commitment to improve attainment for disadvantaged children, the Welsh Government (2018) arranged to provide funding to local authorities in respect of an Early Years Pupil Deprivation Grant for three and four year olds which was to be distributed to foundation phase funded early education settings to support the drive to tackle inequalities in education within Wales, highlighting the importance of early intervention to enhance children’s developmental and learning outcomes.  The benefits of Early education to promote child development is evident and an article by Kachi, Kato & Kawachi (2020) suggesting that the health and development of children in  disadvantaged families improves when provided with high-quality early childhood education.
The Welsh Government (2021) propose to empower teaching staff with freedom to deliver the new curriculum which, in theory, will enable settings to introduce a range of cultures and enriched experience-based learning, providing children with the opportunity to develop their talents and to nurture their abilities at their own pace Sri-Martini & Syamsyiatin (2020).  The reform of the Curriculum for Wales will be a challenge and in light of the recent pandemic, schools and settings are already having to deal with new and challenging situations during unprecedented times according Welsh Government, (2022).  However, they are confident that through the National Network (2022) it will enable professionals, experts and policy makers to come together and identify barriers to support the ongoing implementation of the curriculum.   The New Curriculum for Wales Framework aims to empower professionals to design their own curriculum based on the needs of the individual settings.  This will enable staff to face the obstacles faced through their own experiences of the pandemic whilst addressing the needs of each learner and  adapting the framework and assessment process to support pupils whilst evaluating their practice as it develops.   
Estyn (2010) reported that the previous system lacked teacher training leaving staff poorly equipped to implement the foundation phase in order for it to reach its full potential, the report also states that some practitioners show a lack of understanding the principles of the foundation phase, questioning it’s educational value which results in poor planning, affecting the implementation of the practice.  A report by OECD (2016)  suggested that there was still a need to provide training and advice to improve confidence for less experienced practitioners and more experienced practitioners found it difficult to access training  due to a lack of funded support for settings to allow for the attendance to training courses and it was noted that although adequate training was offered to Early years settings by Local authorities, there was a lack of opportunity for Headteachers and Leading staff members who were responsible for delivering and evaluating the effectiveness of the foundation phase to access the training.  The lack of training made it difficult to provide continuity of teaching pedagogy amongst practitioners, making the concept of play-based learning difficult to interpret and translate it into their practice, causing the approach to be the subject of debate argued Rogers, (2010). 
Estyn (2020) later reported mixed reviews regarding the success of the Foundation Phase.  Wellbeing, motivation and enjoyment of learning was thought to be the reason for increased performance for many pupils, especially in boys, possibly due to more outdoor activities being practiced.  However, they found that there was  not enough emphasis on reading and mathematics and activities to support these subjects were undemanding, and the outcomes were of poor quality and due to a lack of balance between planned and child led activities children lacked independent thinking skills and problem-solving abilities in many of the  settings which were inspected.
In Finland, where the social-economic culture is of a remarkably high standard, children do not begin formal education until the age of seven years old, and early child development is the responsibility of society and parenting to equip children with life skills in preparation for school, such as eating, personal hygiene, social development, empathy, and communication.   Both home care and Daycare in Finland is subsidised by the municipalities, giving parents the choice between staying at home to care for their children or using day care.  A study by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, (2006) shows that when most of a child’s early years is spent in a home environment, cognitive outcomes and social skills are more advanced, indicating that it is the family which has the greatest impact on a child’s development.  The study even suggested that there was evidence of increased behavioural problems in children who had attended early years settings.
Where parents choose to return to work when their child turns around 8 months old, municipalities fund a proportion of the day care fees.  The day care centres encourage learning through play and there is very little attention to time and routine, favouring a practice where children can spend as much time as they need on an activity of their choice, indoors or outdoors and regardless of the weather. Ódena, (no date)
By enabling more child directed activities puts fewer academic pressures on preschool children, allowing time for social development and giving them the skills to cope with stress, co-operate and become more accepting of their peers, thus preparing them for education and success suggests an article written by Daubert, Ramani & Rubin (2018).   An similarly, Orr (2013) suggests that teaching children to learn too early puts more pressure on less academic students and even bright children, when they are deprived of their natural curiosity to explore the world at their own pace, can lose interest in their desire to learn.  
When implementing a curriculum, a clear purpose should be at the forefront of planning, an understanding of learner’s needs and what outcomes need to be reached, the whole journey should be considered, from birth to adulthood and van Oer & Duijkers (2012) suggests that despite the absence of methodological approaches there is evidence to support a play-based curriculum which encourages positive outcomes for children as opposed to those who learn through an academic approach.
[bookmark: _Int_bJmu1OnO]Qualifications and Development of Early Years staff enhance the outcomes for children because the staff provide a better all round pedagogical experience for the child.  Working conditions within Finnish settings are of a higher standard, influencing job satisfaction and staff behaviours, ensuring more stimulating environments for both staff and pupils according to Taguma, Litjens & Makowiecki (2012).
















Section two.

The Unique Child
During the early years, development and learning moves at a faster rate than at any other time during a child’s life and the main source of learning is through play.  it is important that measurements, assessments, and recordings are made to evaluate a child’s learning and development to support a child’s progress to enable practitioners to know the children they are working with to enable them to support their learning and development. (Raising Children.net, 2020) The purpose of assessing children in Early years is essential to ensure that children are challenged and supported.  Effective assessments should show strengths, ways in which children learn and it should highlight areas for development to enable teaching staff to plan for the next steps which will support a child’s learning.
Care Inspectorate Wales (2019) National Minimum Standards. “7.9 what children do is observed and recorded to help plan the next steps for the children’s Play, learning and development;” and “7.10 the principles of the Foundation Phase for 3- to7-year-olds and its seven areas of learning are understood and applied in a way appropriate to the age, abilities and stage of development of children in their care and the nature of the provision.”   Pacey (2020) Suggests recording developments through observations, linking to the foundation phase profile.  Assessments for childcare settings should not be too complicated and even observations such as whether a child is able to button up a coat should be observed, assessed and a plan should be put in place to support the child until they become confident in performing the task independently.  The Foundation phase profile is the suggested method of assessment however many practitioners find it too time consuming and irrelevant to their settings and it is not a statutory  requirement for preschool settings to use the profile for cared for children, many practitioners prefer to use a more informal approach to assessing children.   CIW (2019) have not stipulated which form of assessment is the correct method, they do require practitioners to provide evidence that assessment methods are in place.  What they do stipulate is that early years staff should use both planned and incidental observations during both child led and adult planned activities and observations should be made both inside the setting and in an outdoor environment in order to assess whether children are reaching their outcomes.  
Assessments in early years settings are vital for planning and also crucial for families to understand their children’s progress and Mclaghlan, (2017) also states that assessments give practitioners the opportunity to demonstrate ways in which the practice has been supporting children in their development and also to highlight areas for development including motor skills, language and literacy, cognitive skills and social and emotional development.  And Siraj-Blatchford (date) suggests that involving families with the assessment and planning for early childhood settings will help to bridge the gap between social, gender and ethnic inequalities.  
Unicef (2021) advises that the interests of the child should be a top priority when compiling a play curriculum and children should be encouraged to express their opinions and have their point of view taken seriously.  They should take part in assessing themselves to give them the ability to know their own strengths and equipped with the tools to develop their future learning. Unicef, (2021)
The Finland, childhood early education and care is assessed using a range of strategies taking into account culture, religion and individual child development preventing prolonged need for support.   Physical, Mental and social development of children under three is jointly supported by parents and child Health Clinics to promote health, wellbeing and progress.   In many countries, when studying for specific exams and tests, students are taught for the specific purpose of passing the exam.  Colagrossi (2018) reports that in Finland there are no tests to track children’s attainment, instead, children are graded individually by staff and the overall tracking is conducted through the Ministry of Education and Culture (2021) providing an integrated approach to Early years learning through blending upbringing, education, and care. Early Years staff are highly qualified, and the system puts trust in the practitioners to incorporate matters relating to children’s welfare when making individual assessments.
Similarly in Wales, settings may use their own methods of recording and assessing children’s individual development, however Estyn (2017) will look at the individual children’s profile, speak with and inspect the work to ensure that the assessment methods are accurate.
The Foundation Phase Compact Profile Wales.Gov (2008) is the previous assessment method used by practitioners to record development through the areas of development which, designed to ensure that children achieve outcomes, and the information was then used to inform future practitioners to enable them to make further judgements and support children as their learning progresses. The profile was developed to assess children during their journey through the foundation phase and as they transition between settings.  It was designed to enable practitioners to plan to support development for all children and to ensure that developmental delays were identified early.  The profile assesses children by reflecting the skills conveyed in the four areas of learning Language, Literacy and Communication Skills and Mathematical Development, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity and Physical Development. It covered children’s development from six to 7 years and included outcomes for early years graded at Bronze, Silver and Gold.
Practitioners were to use Observations and Formative assessments to identify strengths and weaknesses to provide children with the learning tools appropriate to the individual child’s needs to encourage curiosity, exploration, and enthusiasm to continue their learning journey. The profile worked alongside other professionals to ensure that Special Educational needs or Additional Learning needs were being met.  The profile was also designed to be used by all adults with a stake in the child’s education. Wales. Gov (2012)  
According to the BBC (2011) there were inconsistencies within the guidelines outlining the assessment methods for the compact profile.  They argued that the guidelines were not clear enough for practitioners to follow and there were also concerns that the National tests which were undertaken by pupils before their transition into key stage 2 would have a negative impact of children’s wellbeing.  Practitioners were also concerned that assessments for attainment purposes were impacting on the time that teaching staff could provide emotional support to some children with regards to settling into full time school.

To support the Unique child, Estyn (2020) advise that children have an input in what they learn, how they learn it and what resources they will use.  They should contribute to the choices of topics, and this will encourage children to develop their own talents and interests.  These tasks should be initiated in a selection of areas such as outdoors, indoors and at other locations to develop confidence, persistence, problem solving and decision making.   There is evidence from Successful Futures (2014) that pupils are invited to have a say on the curriculum in Wales, a policy which is enabling professionals to highlight key areas of issues where improvements can be made according to an article by Power (2016). The assessment system which will be in place for the new curriculum is aimed at assessing individual achievement to enable planning  to provide support for learners to develop towards the four areas of learning and the process will enable pupils to make decisions on their own learning.  The data will not be collated with national monitoring and will be shared only with pupils, parents, and other professionals for the benefit of the learner, easing pressure on individual settings which will not be held accountable for statistics.
In contrast to the assessment strategies adopted for the Foundation Phase in Wales, the practice of assessing children within the Early Years Foundation Stage in England is approached differently by way of on-going assessments undertaken daily to decide what the child has learned and to plan for the next steps in the child’s development.  The prime areas of learning which make up the assessments are communication and Language, Physical development, and Personal, Social and Emotional development. Early Years Matters, (2020)   Children are assessed through tests fixed to a criterion measuring children on what they are expected to know at that stage of development rather than at the child’s own pace.
The focus is very much on working with families of learners within the EYFS and assessments draw on the child’s interests in order to build on what the child already knows which enables practitioners to best support the child to gain new knowledge. Providers are required to share the results of assessments with parents to offer them the opportunity to discuss the outcomes with the practitioners and devise a way forward to support the child.  Data collected by the assessments is used to monitor changes in the development of children regionally and although the Department for Education (2021) does not hold individual schools to account by publishing the results of early years assessments the results are accumulated by local authorities to see how well children are doing within their region.




Section 3
Play and Development and the Brain.

Play is purely voluntary, and has no apparent purpose, play is pleasurable and makes children happy.  However, according to Aamodts  & Wang (2012) play has a vital role in brain development.  Here we look at strategies to implement play in a curriculum and what areas of development can be supported through play and help children reduce their stress responses and facilitate attention span. 
According to UNICEF (2021) Play in the early years is critical for brain development as it shapes emotional development, relationships, and the mental health of a child throughout their development into adulthood.  Play is not just about having a fun time, it can also be about building skills to take children through life, build cognitive skills, problem solving, practice concentration and learning to overcome challenges and make sense of the world.
Social Play is vital for children’s development of friendships. Early play experiences with their peers will help to give children some experience in dealing with others, especially when they begin to attend mainstream school, developing listening skills, attention span, enabling them to explore their feelings and practice self-discipline and empathy towards others.  Most conflict that a preschool child will encounter with peers will be to do with possession or ownership and through social play, children learn to work out how to deal with this complex issue in a peaceful manner – eventually!  Kidsense, (2021)
Children will experience many emotions when playing with peers and they will begin to recognise the same emotions in others, developing empathy and enabling them to see things from somebody else’s perspective according to Church (2015). Even when children start to develop empathy, they are usually not mature enough to be able to resist all impulses and will still not be considerate of others.  As their sharing skills develop, praise from adults will enforce their generosity and by learning from adults and older children who show children how to compromise and share in everyday life a good example will be set.  Children will also develop their ability to co-operate when engaging in games where they have to work together as a team such as doing jigsaws together or kicking a ball according to Whiting (2021)  who also states that learning how to share and take turns are important qualities which will give children the ability to learn that they are not the centre of the universe, and that other people have needs too and when learning sharing and turn taking skills will help their negotiating skills to develop.
Ludicology (2022) reports that scientist Jaak Pansepp’s study of brain development proves that play is an impulse which is deeply imbedded in the brains of all mammals, and it is vital for our survival to help develop social skills and live within social groups.  Children need free play, unstructured, voluntary play without interaction from an adult to experience the true value of play.  
Research claims that children learn through exploring and playing, however some researchers also claim that children learn through imitating adults. Shrier (2014) and this is consistent with Froebel’s theory that children are naturally creative and brain this most substantial between birth and three years.   To support his theory, Froebel offered children ‘gifts’ which adults would show to a child before offering it to them to explore.  The ‘gifts’ were simple toys, interestingly designed for children to take apart and reassemble, some toys were colourful or have different shapes and through exploring the toys children were learning about colours, shapes, construction and even respect.  Froebel USA, (2022) 
There are many toys available, and many are designed to encourage learning through play.  Sensory toys with their colours, textures and visual delights help to develop hand eye co-ordination and emotions, push along toys will encourage balance and walking, books can aid literacy skills and building blocks to support the young builder in their quest to construct the tallest tower, helping to develop creativity and imagination.  But toys do not have to be bought!  The world around us provides us with many play resources such as feathers, acorns, wood and flowers to encourage children to use their sense and investigate scientific and mathematical concepts. (Healthline, 2020)   Simple toys which invite children to press a button will teach cause and effect, and problem solving through trial and error, and larger toys can develop motor skills by grasping and pulling or develop hand eye co-ordination and balance.  Toys are a great way to encourage physical activity, balls, water toys, hula hoops will all help to develop motor skills and support muscle development according to a blog in Wicked Uncle, (2021)

It is important to balance play.  Children need social experiences to provide them with physical, mental and emotional stimulation, however they do also need to engage in a certain amount of independent play.  By providing children with sensory resources, reading materials, dolls, blocks, cars and other items with which to engage themselves will enable them to unwind and recharge. Vein, (no date)
But in reality, children do not need an abundance of toys in order to play. Gross motor skills are developed when running, jumping, swimming, dancing etc. However, physical activity also has other benefits such as opportunities to develop social skills, process emotions such as sadness or anger.  Confidence and self-assessment of risk is also developed through physical activity.  
Many adults are concerned with children injuring themselves or others during play, especially when the play involves boisterous activities, and this can prevent some children from engaging in certain types of vigorous play.  A good practitioner should have a keen eye for assessing risks and will be able to consider whether the play would be too dangerous or whether the benefits of the activities outweigh the risks.  For example, a child could climb onto a tree branch and fall, but if the ground is soft enough then any injury would be minimal, however the benefit for physical development and gross motor skills are great,  and not to mention the confidence gained in making the climb which, without a doubt,  outweighs the risk. And, given time and opportunity to master the task, the child will be able to manage their own risk and make judgements as to how best to keep themself from falling again.
In a nutshell, children need to play to enable them to use their creativity, develop their imagination whilst interacting with the world.  Play is important for mental health, emotional stability, and physical strength.  Play is vital for the growth and development of all children everywhere regardless of cultural background, gender, ethnicity, religion, or socio-economic status according to Literacy trust, (2017).  









	
	
	



