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Early Years Curricula

Part 1

The new curriculum in Wales has been designed by focusing on four main purposes that should inspire children and young people to be ambitious capable learners, healthy confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. Enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work and finally, ethically informed citizens of Wales and the world. This is not only ensuring that children have a good education it is also supporting children’s wellbeing and future lives (British Education Research Association, 2022). As well as these 4 aims the Welsh Government agrees with the views of many other countries across the world that children learn best through discovery and curiosity therefore this assignment will highlight why a play-based curriculum may provide this approach and critically analyse implementing such a curriculum (Welsh Government, no date). 

Donaldson (2015) produced a review of the Education system in Wales called ‘Successful Futures’. Although this review highlighted the many strengths in the curriculum for example the commitments for inclusion and supporting children with additional learning needs. And the importance of developing children’s knowledge and understanding of the Welsh language and culture. It also showed much weakness in the curriculum and from this it was evident changes were needed to education given to children in Wales. According to Dauncey, (2022) one of the main messages in the review is that there needs to be an uncomplicated statement of curriculum purposes for Wales, as without clear straightforward purposes it can lead to confusion as to what should be done. Taylor, et al. (2016) expresses their concerns for practitioners with the release of the Donaldson report, stating that if the changes suggested are put forward then practitioners will require a wide range of training not just those in pilot schools that test a new curriculum but for practitioners from all schools.

According to Knight and Crick (2021) Wales is going through the most momentous changes to the education system since 1999. The new curriculum has been designed with the idea of allowing practitioners to provide a holistic approach to learning ensuring the development of the child as a whole and not only focusing on a particular area of development, allowing children to gain a better understanding of themselves and the world around them. While ensuring that the well-being of learners is at the heart of education (Welsh Government, 2021a). It has also been designed as a continuum of learning for children. What is meant by a continuum of learning is that there will no longer be any phase or stages of learning as in the previous curriculum for Wales (PACEY, 2022). However, according to Waters, (2015) it was stated that the Foundation phase curriculum was also supposed to be a continuum of learning. 

According to Welsh Government (No date a), The main intention of the new Curriculum is to ensure that an effective child-centred pedagogy is followed. It is especially important to ensure that children are provided with opportunities to receive play based, authentic and purposeful learning, with plenty of opportunities to explore the outdoors.

As stated in the introduction the new curriculum has been shaped with ideas from educational views from across the world and its key focus is to ensure children between the ages of two to seven are taught with a play-based curriculum. One of the international educational views that the new curriculum has developed its ideas from is Reggio Emillia. Who believe children learn best through discovery and curiosity (Welsh Government, no date b). The main message embedded in the Reggio Emilia Approach is that children possess a hundred languages, a hundred ways of thinking and expressing themselves. The meaning behind the hundred languages is that children possess an exceptional potential, build their knowledge and process creativity in many ways (Reggio Emilia Approach, 2022).

Although, in the Foundation phase curriculum it was suggested they had taken ideas from international views of education such as Reggio Emillia, New Zealand and Scandinavia, where it is believed that a play-based, experimental approach to learning is best. Taylor et al. (2016) argues that this was not the case when it came to implementing the curriculum in practice as there was still a requirement to develop children’s key skills in literacy and numeracy and this was required to be done by the time the Foundation Phase ended at age seven. It was also suggested by Taylor et al. (2016) that practitioners still had a formal approach to learning. Whereas in the New Curriculum the Welsh Government have stated to ensure a child-centred pedagogy they plan to involve the children in mostly all aspects of their learning with developing ideas and focusing on what interests them. As well as what support they require in their progression onto the next stages of their learning (Welsh Government, No Date c). In Addition, Welsh Government (2021a) state that it has been co-constructed and developed by practitioners for practitioners. 

Funded settings that are funded by local authorities will have to follow the curriculum guidelines provided by the Welsh government. However, unlike previous curriculums where all schools were expected to follow the same curriculum, schools will now be allowed to create their own following the guidelines provided by Welsh Government. Allowing practitioners to tailor their curriculums to suit the needs of the children in their settings. However, according to OECD (2022) there may be a large number of challenges that schools must carefully consider when designing their curriculum. In addition to this this also express their concerns that inequalities may increase across schools in Wales due to how flexible the new curriculum is. 
Non-maintained settings such as ‘Cylchoedd Meithrin’s’ have been provided with a different curriculum to follow that highlights how it is important to set the scenes for learning. That enabling adults, enabling environments and engaging experiences is key to children’s learning experiences. While following a play-based pedagogy. Although these are two separate curricula’s they are both developed from the curriculum for Wales framework and providing a play-based experience to learning is the key message throughout both (PACEY, 2022. Welsh Government, No date A, Welsh Government, 2018a). 

McInnes, et al. (2011), believes that play is a central part of early years development and is pivotal for young children’s learning. Kuen Lai, et al. (2018) agrees but also states that play is always visible in human life they refer to play as games and believe they can lead to changes in a child’s knowledge, behaviour and skills. 
However, McInnes, et al (2011) also suggest that previous research has shown an inconsistency between practitioners’ perception of play and how they implement it in practice. Waters (2015) suggested that when the foundation phase was first designed there was a major difficulty amongst practitioners in truly understanding what was meant by key terms in the curricula for example ‘structed play’ ‘active learning’ and particularly what was meant by child-initiated and practitioner-directed learning. Similarly, Taylor, et al (2016) agrees with these concerns but in addition adds that when the foundation phase was first implemented there was always going to be difficulties for practitioners to fully understand how to implement a play-based pedagogy as firstly they were expected to do so in such a short amount of time and secondly the foundation phase took such a radical change from the previous curriculums pedagogy and theories that many practitioners assumed they knew how the foundation phase was supposed to be taught without truly understanding the underpinning values required to teach such a curriculum. 

According to Siraj (2014) to be fully confident in delivering the Foundation Phase appropriately practitioners require a more thorough training in all areas of the curriculum and such training needs to be ‘fit for purpose’. Taylor, et al. (2016), agrees with the statement suggesting that practitioners require a more rigorous training and experience in delivering the Foundation Phase. However, they also add due to the changes to adult to child ratios in the curriculum it has led to schools across Wales seeing a larger number of adults in settings that were not always fully trained in the pedagogies expected in the foundation phase. In addition, Waters and Payler (2015) state that with the changes to the adult to child ratios in settings it will see an increase in practitioners without the correct level of qualifications and training being employed in order to reach the required number of adult to child ratios. 

From the views highlighted throughout this section it is evident that a play-based curriculum is a great way forward for the education system in Wales, with adequate training for all practitioners and appropriate designing of individual curricula, the play-based pedagogies in the new curriculum could be implemented well in schools across Wales.




Part 2

According to Simsek (2022) the term unique child is derived from the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky. Therefore, with links to theorists and international views this section of the assignment will highlight what is meant by the term ‘unique child’ with links to assessment and tracking of children and its implications for the unique child, and how a play-based approach to learning can benefit the unique child.

   Our real problem is – what is the goal of education? Are we forming children that are only capable of learning what is already known? Or should we try developing creative and innovative minds, capable of discovery from preschool age on, throughout life? (Jean Piaget quoted by Galley, 2010). 

Piaget’s views on the goal of education links in with the theory of the new curriculum that children need creativity and discovery to learn (O’Leary 2021). However, according to McLeod (2022a), Piaget’s theory of cognitive development suggest that as a child grows so does their intelligence, this theory does not correspond with the new curricula’s ideas of creativity and discovery or the importance of the unique child. However McLeod (2022b) suggests that Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory views human development as one that is a socially enhanced process where children learn from the environment and more knowledgeable adults. This links strongly with the new curricula’s key messages regarding enabling adults and effective environments (Welsh Government, no date a).

Early Years Matters (2022) suggest the term ‘unique child’ means that every child is different, and they develop and grow in their own individual ways. In addition, Welsh Government (2015), state that in order for children to acquire the skills they require they must be given the opportunity to do so in their own unique pace. Each and every child is unique and special and are constantly learning. Through enabling, exciting environments children can become resilient, capable, self-assured learners (Wellies Day Nursery, 2022). 

In line with Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, To have a curriculum that focuses on the ‘unique child’ a child’s well-being and emotional health should be the paramount thought, as when a child is happy, and their emotional well-being is the forethought they may be more eager and willing to learn (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2022). However, a study carried out by OECD (2009) showing the overall well-being of children from 30 different countries it was discovered that not one of these countries had a successful outcome when it came to children’s well-being. Although saying that the highest scoring countries were Iceland and Sweden and the countries with the lowest score Greece and Mexico. 

According to Welsh Government (2022b), with the new curriculum now being put into practice in schools across Wales, practitioners are required to change the way assessments are done in order to support the ethos of the new curriculum. However, they also add that this is not expected to be changed straightaway instead practitioners should build on and develop the assessment methods that are already being used to support learners in the progression of their learning on an ongoing daily basis, while looking to develop new strategies. By doing this the Welsh Government hope to ensure that supporting learners in making progress is at the centre of assessments going into the future. In addition, Welsh Government (2022b) state that assessments should be focused on identifying the individual child’s specific strengths, areas they may require support and in some cases barriers to learning. 

To ensure that the unique child is at the heart of these assessments, Welsh Government (2022) suggest the role of the practitioner is to facilitate effective learning experiences. They should also ensure learners are happy with where they are in their learning and explain where and how they will progress onto their next steps of learning.  

Welsh Government (no date a) state that the new curriculum recognises that every child is different and practitioners within non-maintained settings are required to follow five developmental pathways to ensure the unique child is at the heart of learning. These pathways not only ensure this they also focus on what is important to the child and link in with the key principles of child development. These pathways are belonging, communication, exploration, physical development and wellbeing. And can be delivered with child-centred pedagogies, enabling adults and effective environments. These pathways should be taught in a holistic approach ensuring children have plenty of opportunities to develop their skills across the five of the developmental pathways. 

Welsh Government (2017) suggest that in the Foundation Phase the main purpose of observations is to build a picture of the child as a whole. They also recommend these observations are carried out inside and outside as children may behave differently when they are in outdoor environments. Once these observations have taken place practitioners will then use formative assessments to assess whether children’s achievements are in line with the skills in the curriculum.
However, according to Kassotis (2016), in New Zealand’s Te Whariki early childhood curriculum learning stories are a technique used to assess children’s learning. These stories can range from little paragraphs to a whole page and usually focus on a specific individual activity or group activity. Then from this educators can then match up the skills attained during the activity to those expected in their curriculum to try and explain what the child has learned. They are then shared with the parents or carers through the child’s individual portfolio. These learning stories are widely used across schools in New Zealand. 

Unique child does not only refer to how a child develops and learns it allows refers to culture, religion and diversity. According to Vollans (2017) over recent years schools and settings have celebrated their success in ensuring multiculturism and cultural diversity. Welsh Government (no date a), suggest this can be done by ensuring the learning environments have a range of multicultural activities, books and toys. Children are also encouraged to try different food and drinks from across the world and celebrate different cultural and religious celebrations. 

However, Alsubaie (2015) suggests that with this comes issues for children and practitioners in the classroom. Firstly discussed was low academic achievements which may have been due to teachers and children being from different cultural backgrounds. Therefore, a barrier could occur in learning which may be due to a language barrier or practitioners not having an appropriate understanding of the child’s culture. It can also be a massive change for children entering a different education system and the adjustment to the new environment could take the child longer to adjust or understand. However, Alsubaie (2015) also believes that this can be overcome through practitioners learning more about children’s backgrounds and cultures and with this gained knowledge they will feel more confident and capable in their teaching. It is also beneficial to gain an effective relationship with the child to try to help improve their academic achievements. 

According to OECD (2018) the programme for international assessment (PISA) provides the most accurate and up to date international assessment of children’s learning. OECD (2019) state that the United Kingdom scored above the OECD average in Reading, Mathematics and Science and there was not a significant difference in the outcomes between the United Kingdom and New Zealand. OECD (2019) also state that 81% of children agreed that their teacher showed enjoyment in reading and a majority of students scored higher in Reading when they perceived their teachers showed enthusiasm and enjoyment in teaching. 
These results have strong links with one of the key messages in the new curriculum that enabling adults that are facilitating can ensure children’s positive progression in learning (Welsh Government, no date a). 

















Part 3 

How inclusive is the new curriculum in Wales for Children with Additional Learning Needs? 

The reason I chose to write a blog discussing how inclusive the new curriculum is to children with additional learning needs is, as a practitioner I believe it is important to make school environments inclusive to children with all types of additional learning needs no matter the severity of their needs all children have the right to an education as stated in article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, no date). Therefore, this blog will highlight how the new curriculum in Wales has developed this into their curriculum and how it will be implemented and sustained in the future. 

Additional learning needs also known as ALN is the new term used for children and young people that require extra support in their learning or day to day lives. The two systems formally known as Special Educational Needs (SEN) and learning difficulties and/or disabilities have now been combined to form ALN (Welsh Government, 2022). Knight and Crick (2021) suggest that the old system was sporadic and inconsistent. However, Donaldson (2015) had noted how the Foundation Phase Curriculum supported the inclusion of children with additional learning needs. 

Due to the new curriculum schools now have new responsibilities in supporting children with additional learning needs (Freud, no date). Welsh Government (2018b), state that they are committed to creating a fully inclusive education system where every learner should be inspired, motivated and given opportunities to reach their full potential. 

But can this be implemented in all settings?
And how can they be sure it will be sustainable? 

Knight and Crick (2021) argue that whilst the ALN system in Wales focuses on supporting individuals that have been identified as needing support, they also argue that although this is good it does not place any support on the need for inclusion for every child.

[bookmark: _Hlk118030736]In line with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, no date), the new curriculum promotes equality by guaranteeing that all students with ALN, regardless of the severity of their needs, have the right to a legislative plan that follows them from preschool to college and provides consistency, continuity, and the certainty that rights and provisions are safeguarded. Children and young people must be fully informed and involved in decision-making regarding their support (Welsh Government, 2018a, Welsh Government, 2021b). 

According to Carmarthenshire County Council (no date), a child or young person that has an identified need that requires an additional learning arrangement will have an individual Development Plan known as IDP. In addition, Merthyr Council (no date), state that an IDP is created through personal meetings between child, parents or carers and multi-agency health professionals. According to Welsh Government (2022), an IDP is different from a statement of Additional Learning needs and is a more flexible document that will vary depending on the specific needs of the individual leaner and will change over time as the needs of the leaner develop and change. Carmarthenshire County Council (no date), also add that IDP’s for children below compulsory school age will be developed and maintained by separate authorities they will still have the same statutory standing. This is in comparison with Welsh Government (2018b) statement that early intervention is given priority within the ALN system, ensuring that needs are identified quickly, the appropriate service is implemented, and multi-agency collaboration to support their learning needs. 

Joint Education Service (2021), suggest that in line with the Equality Act 2010, schools should not wait until they have a child with a disability on their registers before making the required changes to their schools, classrooms and outdoor areas to ensure they are accessible, this should be done anyway to ensure that their schools are fully accessible and inclusive to all children. 

Knight and Crick (2021) suggest that the new curriculum attempts to provide practitioners with the freedom and authority to adapt how they present their learning in order to establish classroom environments that are truly inclusive. In addition, Welsh Government (no date a), state that an inclusive practice recognises and supports the diversity of children and families. In addition, they also add that it is essential for children to feel valued and confident in their own self-belief. 

Joint Education Service (2021), suggests that in a fully inclusive school all learners are engaged and achieving by being present, participating and learning, no matter their learning difficulty, ethnicity, disability, language or background. In Addition, Welsh Government (2018a), state that to ensure the successful implementation of the new system they will be providing up to date training to prepare for the change. 

From the points highlighted throughout this blog I believe with the new Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, alongside support and guidance from the Welsh Government, and if settings and schools follow the key messages in the new curriculum, regarding the need for enabling adults and accessible environments to support inclusion. As with adults that are facilitators and enabling environments that are accessible to all it could be possible for all settings across Wales to ensure they are inclusive to all children. 
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