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Early Years Curricula

Section 1
This section of critical analysis will focus on play within the Early Years curriculum. It looks to establish the importance of play, how it should be implemented within the curriculum and what the barriers are in doing so. 
Play is an important part of curriculum in the Early Years as it has been evidenced to enhance several developmental stages in children including motor skills, questioning and exploration alongside social, cognitive and language abilities (Beckley, 2012).  Therefore, when curriculum is more focused on lessons that are directed by the teacher, sight of the real way that children learn and develop through play is lost (Providence Children’s Academy, 2017). According to the Early Years Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015a) play should be an important aspect of the curriculum as it is not only linked to physical and social developmental needs for children (Archer and Siraj, 2015), but it is fundamental for a child’s intellectual development as they grow. The Welsh Assembly Government (2008) state that exploratory play activities that children partake in first-hand provide the vehicle on which children develop holistically and grow through practice, learning and playing with their own individual ideas. Play in the curriculum allows for first-hand activities that give children the opportunity to understand themselves, the others around them and the world in which they reside (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). An OECD (2018a) report suggests that play also promotes child engagement in all areas of learning, creates relationships, increases knowledge of the natural learning environment, and improves practitioner capabilities. According to Welsh Government (2015) if the curriculum is implemented correctly children will be provided with the chance to develop understanding, skills and knowledge through a variety of play activities including child-led opportunities. Play should also be being incorporated throughout every aspect of the Early Years curriculum in order to assist in the holistic development of children, this includes numeracy, oracy and literacy (Welsh Government, 2015). However, there is a regularly occurring theme that provides barriers for implementing the curriculum which is staff knowledge. Many support staff and teaching assistants are underqualified and lack knowledge to be able to correctly implement curriculum (Anon, 2020). Similarly, Welsh Government (2015) support that lack of practitioner knowledge and understanding is a barrier and complication in providing high-quality learning to children to aid in their holistic development. Wood (2007) further notices the shift in pedagogical approach towards the focus of play and a central part to curriculum. This shift in pedagogical approach creates a barrier of understanding what is truly meant by play in Early Years practice and therefore how to implement it correctly to provide a high-quality inclusive learning environment for children (Cannella, 1997 and Stephen, 2012). A report from the Welsh Government (2014) recognises that the quality of the practitioner is more important than the quantity and that the quality of the practitioner should be constantly improved through further top-up training. This training would aid in practitioner knowledge and therefore improve on the quality of the curriculum being implemented rather than just the knowledge of the initial qualification training (Welsh Government, 2014). Furthermore, Maynard et al. (2013) and Welsh Assembly Government (2008) acknowledge that it is a struggle for underqualified practitioners to identify necessary terminology, differentiate between child-led and practitioner-led learning and that these practitioners were not aware of how to correctly facilitate a learning activity in which child-led learning would occur through play causing a barrier in curriculum being correctly implemented. A further challenge for practitioners was the ability to properly understand pedagogical approaches such as play and practical learning for children in the Early Years alongside linking a child’s interests to learning, supporting the child’s understanding and developing their knowledge, linking back to lack of practitioner knowledge (Kingston and Siraj, 2017). Similarly, Archer and Siraj (2015) suggests that the curriculum is flawed due to lack of practitioner knowledge and explains how practitioners are therefore unable to implement a high-quality curriculum and aid in the holistic development of children as a result. Extensive studies support the Welsh Government (2014) to show the effective Early Years pedagogy relies on the quality of the practitioner being able to deliver the curriculum in a variety of ways including demonstration, modelling and question alongside providing the opportunity for child-led creative play and where necessary, sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2003, Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, Sylva et al., 2010 and Siraj, 2015). Practitioners need to be able to provide high-quality opportunities to every child in the setting equally and inclusively and this is reliant on the quality of the practitioner (Morton and Guerin, 2017).

Lack of practitioner knowledge further links to practitioners not fully understanding their role as an adult in the curriculum (McInnes et al., 2011). According to Hallet (2012) for play to be implemented correctly within the curriculum the practitioners need to have the knowledge and understanding to be confident in their role. Scaffolding a child’s learning is an important part of the practitioner’s role that comes hand in hand with the curriculum (van Kuyk, 2011). Allowing child-led learning to evolve whilst being there to provide open-ended questions and encourage questioning through the process of sustained shared thinking is a skill that practitioners need to acquire (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Scaffolding is supported by theory written by Vygotsky (cited in Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke, 2011) whereby Vygotsky explains that children are able to learn a certain amount on their own, but that learning can be further developed with the guidance and support of practitioners and others around them. Supporting a child’s learning and development from multiple angles is the aim of the curriculum therefore this level of practitioner knowledge and understanding of their role and the curriculum itself is essential (Welsh Government, 2020).
The Foundation Phase framework (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008) and the Successful Futures curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) can be aligned with many other curriculums from around the world that similarly focus their approach to education in the Early Years through the medium of play (Brooker, 2011). The Te Whariki approach (Ministry of Education, 2017) in New Zealand has many similarities, focuses and aims for child development as the Successful Futures Curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). The Te Whariki curriculum recognises that education, learning, and ability is not limited but an opportunity for children to discover and expand knowledge of themselves, others and the world around them to prepare them for their future which the Successful Futures Curriculum is planning on recognising too (Lee et al., 2013).  The Te Whariki curriculum is also designed to be inclusive to all children and allows for different ways of learning to be incorporated into activities to then enable children to learn and grow together in all types of Early Years environments (Abbott and Langston, 2005 and Ministry of Education, 2017). Similarly, the Successful Futures curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) focuses on inclusivity and aims to include all children in all aspects of development mentioned in the four purposes of the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015b). All of these aspects of curriculum can be achieved through having play at the forefront of Early Years curricula and this is what the Welsh Government aim to implement with the new curriculum (Arrow, 2019).
Although the Successful futures curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) plans to reach all of the four purposes, implementing a new curriculum comes with its challenges (Tandon, 2019). According to Pak et al. (2020) to efficiently implement curriculum certain things are required, resources, practitioner development training on the curriculum and methods to aid in implementation will as a result lead to enhanced outcomes for children. Monitoring the implementation of a new curriculum can provide understanding into pedagogical practices, what could be enhanced and ideas for professional training which could help to increase the quality of the curriculum and outcomes for children (OECD, 2015). There are many barriers to this process of implementing a new curriculum such as, identifying what is meant by high-quality resources, helping schools to use the resources and educating practitioners to be able to use the resources to a high-quality level that will lead to quality education (Polikoff, 2018). However, alongside these barriers there are further barriers to ensuring that these aspects are available and as a result there is currently a lack of professional development available (OECD, 2018). Adequate funding being available is a further challenge, providing professional training and allowing time for practitioners to take part in this training costs money, therefore funding being available is essential to ensure quality curriculum implementation although not always available (Obara and Sloan, 2010, Penuel et al., 2011 and Allen and Penual, 2015). Bautista et al. (2016) states that practitioners are enthusiastic towards further opportunities to improve on their knowledge and understanding of the curriculum, but they need to be provided with the opportunities to do so. Practitioner confidence influences their ability to correctly implement a curriculum, if the practitioner lacks knowledge and understanding their confidence will be reduced and this will affect the quality and delivery of the curriculum further supporting the importance of development training (Attard, 2017 and Bautista et al., 2016). Similarly, Hauge (2019) suggests that practitioner anxiety about implementing a new curriculum is reduced when professional development training is provided. Practitioners often have concerns about the initial implementation process and what is expected from them, timelines and intentions linked to the new curriculum (Nevenglosky, Cale and Aguilar, 2018). Professional development opportunities are key for supporting practitioners in implementing the new curriculum (Smit and du Toit, 2016). Lia (2016) further supports professional development and explains that play is able to be implemented more effectively into the curriculum if practitioners have the knowledge and skills alongside comfort and confidence in what is expected from them. High-quality consistent professional development will inevitably lead to increased job satisfaction and professional motivation for the practitioner and a high-quality learning experience and improved holistic development for the children in the Early Years sector (Coldwell, 2017). Finding time and funding to provide professional development is a challenge but when provided it is likely that growth in all aspects of practitioner knowledge and child development will be improved and recognised (Lia, 2016 and Wabule, 2016).
A report by Scobie and Scott (2017) discovered that in Early Years settings high-quality practitioners, consistent professional development and an age-appropriate curriculum were all important aspects in improving development and the implementation of a new initiative or curriculum. The quality of the practitioner is more important than the quantity, having the knowledge and understanding of the importance of implementing play in the new curriculum is invaluable (Bonetti and Brown, 2018). Waters (2016) suggests that the Foundation Phase can be better implemented and the theoretical and physical understanding of the importance of children’s learning though a play-based curriculum can be improved through the assistance of high-quality practitioners who play a critical role within children’s learning. Practitioner quality is key to the implementation of play in a curriculum and there has been an abundance of books published by development psychologists and childhood educationalists that explain the importance of play for a child’s development and learning abilities (Moyles, 2010, Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010 and Whitebread, 2011). However, according to Whitebread et al. (2012) these publications also record that in the past there have been difficulties that even high-quality practitioners face in creating effective practice due to having to implement the prescribed curriculum and meet certain standards and milestones and this is what the implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015) hopes to eradicate by putting play at the forefront. Practitioners are at the core of whether a new curriculum and the element of play can be implemented correctly, delivered consistently and effectively, and with efficiency to support the development and learning abilities of children (Pandey, 2018). 
To conclude, play is an important factor of curriculum for children and is vital to their holistic development. The new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015) aims to have play at the forefront in the Early Years, but this will not come without barriers. In order to implement this new curriculum effectively the funding and opportunity for professional development must be available to settings and practitioners in order to keep knowledge up to date and to be able to provide high-quality learning environments for children to grow and develop.


Section 2
This section will critically analyse assessment within the curriculum and will focus on whether current and future assessment supports the concept of the unique child, encompassing each child’s individuality. In Wales we currently assess children using the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2017), this is an age and stage related assessment that suggests that children should meet certain milestones in all areas by certain ages. According to the Welsh Government (2017) the guidance should be used as a way of informing parents on their child’s progress and a checking that a child is on track to reach the expected milestones in the curriculum at the right age. At the end of the Foundation Phase a further assessment will then establish whether a child has reached the milestones and what their outcome is for their age (Welsh Government, 2011). According to Alasuutari et al. (2014) assessment is done for the benefit of individual child and their family to assist in child development and learning alongside including family involvement in education. Assessment aims to improve quality of early childhood education through both partnership with families and pedagogical work (OECD, 2006). Assessment should be seen as a vehicle to deliver individualized and child focused overviews of a child’s development (Carr and Lee, 2012 and Driscoll and Rudge, 2005). However, there are multiple reports that state that this Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2017) way of assessing does not give a holistic picture and true representation of the unique child and does not take many important factors of a child’s life into consideration (Grisham-Brown and Pretti-Frontczak, 2011, Bourke and Mentis, 2014 and Jisc, 2016). Furthermore, The Early Years Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2017) is limiting to practitioners as it can restrict how practitioners visualise learning and progression and decrease opportunities to think more openly about what is truly significant in Early Years learning, this can be damaging to a young child (Bradbury, 2013). 
Every child is induvial and continuously learning at their own pace, these children can be confident, competent, resilient, and self-assured when supported with their development in a positive manner (Early Education, 2012). Through assessment practitioners need to understand that each child is unique and that their development processes will differ from one another, therefore practitioners require the skills to use assessment to the advantage of each child as an individual and that children should not be categorized (Robinson, 2010).  Early Education (2012) states that practitioners should be able to support children to progress positively and recognise their individual identity and culture.
Religion, culture and wealth within a child’s life all play a part in their background and this needs to be taken into consideration and it is vital for practitioners to have the ability, through the process of professional development, to be able to assess appropriately in a multicultural classroom (Alsubaie, 2015). Assessment should be culturally inclusive and allow for all children and families to be valued and respected equally (Early Education, 2012). Olszewski-Kubilius and Clarenbach (2012) state that assessment that does not use a variety of focuses and allow for cultural differences will fail to achieve a complete holistic picture of each child as an individual and thus not support the idea of the unique child.
PISA assessment is a form of standardised assessment that is used internationally (OECD, 2019). The aim of PISA assessments is to collect data to determine how far children have come during their compulsory education, these results can then help to shape future curriclulum and assessment (OECD, 2017). Titley, Davies and Atherton (2020) mention that there is an abundance of articles that suggest foramative and standardised assessment could benefit children (Dann, 2002; Bennet, 2011; Black, 2015 and Hopfenbeck and Stobart, 2015), however, there are worries about the validity of these assessments (Andews, 2011 and Stobart, 2012). PISA assessment is often viewed as unfair as students may be confronted with questions that are new to them and that they have not seen before (OECD, 2019). Similarly, PISA assessments are narrow in their subjects and do not show a broad insight into each child’s abilities (Robinson, 2014). Furthermore, d’Agnese (2017) states that these assessments are not inclusive and do not allow for the concept of the unique child. Parekh (2017) suggests that standardised assessment that uses a systematic approach can have a negative effect on both practitioners and young children. Standardised assessment and observation that does not allow for a holistic picture of the unique child to be created can as a result wrongly put children into the category of a bad learner and prevent a child from success in their education (Bradbury, 2013). Practitioners have further reported that putting children in these separate categories of good and bad learners or capable and less capable had a negative effect on the emotional wellbeing of the children (Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes, 2017). Bradbury (2013) adds that children are aware of their grouping and that this has a negative impact of how they feel about learning and school. Furthermore, when a child is considered as showing signs of struggling on their own, wanting too much help and assistance from others and not acting normally or as they are expected to according to the age and stage related steps, they are then discussed as a problem (Alasuurati, 2014). 
Learning stories are a form of assessment used in New Zealand as part of the Te Whariki curriculum (Ministry of Education). Learning stories provide a detailed and personal assessment of each individual child through the use of both written words and images to tell the story of each unique child’s development (Nixon, 2017). Twinkl (No date) explains that a learning story is a description of what a practitioner sees, hears and knows about an activity with the addition of what it is that they interpret, giving the reader an image of the child’s progression. However, although learning stories are a personal form of assessment that facilitates the concept of the unique child, they do come with barriers. Blaiklock (2008) suggests that there is concern over the validity of learning stories and practitioners are describing a child’s dispositions rather than the knowledge and skills. It has also been suggested that there is a lack of guidance on how regularly to create a learning story, difficulties with defining dispositions and how to correctly show changes in child development over a period of time (Blaicklock, 2008, Carr and Lee, 2012). Furthermore, learning stories are time consuming and if a practitioner has a class with thirty children in that all require individual learning stories to be created about them this could simply be unrealistic (Kelly, 2016). Similarly, Weston (2017) states that if learning stories were to be introduces in Wales further funding and time for professional development would need to be available in order for practitioners to be able to use this form of assessment efficiently which would be a further challenge as funding is not always readily available, therefor making the implantation of learning stories a challenge. 
The current assessment system in Wales is too focused on that a child should become and at which point they should achieve that, instead of focusing on what is important at the present moment to encourage a child to progress to their own individual next step (Anon, 2020). Andrews (2011) and Davies et al. (2018) further describe the current system as complacent and therefore suggest that a new approach is required. Welsh Government (2015c) also mention that the current assessment within curriculum is confusing and that a simpler assessment would achieve better results and should not be focused on internal or external tests that do not portray curriculum and development. The new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) further add that the new curriculum should be focused on outcome and competency, therefore making it a fully inclusive curriculum that focuses on each child as an individual (Shapira and Priestly, 2018). 
The new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) aims to be inclusive and allow for cultural differences in order to create “healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). Donaldson (2018) explains that the new Curriculum for Wales is aimed to focus more on the wellbeing of children rather than solely on figures and statistics. Donaldson (2018) further adds that it has been recognised that assessment needs to change to aid in the recognition of inclusive holistic development including social and physical aspects, rather than just the intellectual side of development that the current age-stage system supports. This will then support the concept of the unique child by taking into account cultural differences and portray a holistic picture for each individual child (Donaldson, 2015). Progression steps will replace the current age-stage related assessment, according to Welsh Government (2015) learning should be an endless journey that progresses as children develop and the current curriculum and assessment being split up into stages is no longer suitable. Robinson (2010) supports that children should not be assessed by their age and stage as every child is unique and develops at different stages and speeds to the next child. Progression steps will recognise various areas of learning and will accommodate both learners who gain knowledge and skills sooner and those whose development is slower (Welsh Government, 2015c). This new way of assessing children will support practitioners in identifying where each unique child is in their own developmental journey in all areas of learning including not only the intellectual side of development, but the social, emotional and physical side of development (Early Education, 2012). Similarly, this method of assessment is further supported by PACEY (2016) who portray that each child will develop at their own pace and that assessment should reflect inclusivity of all children and the concept of the unique child. Moving forward, assessment should encompass a variety of outcomes and not a narrow selection, and the outcomes will be individual to each child with techniques support the developmental process of the induvial (Donaldson, 2015). Progression steps will be used as long-term benchmarks of achievement outcomes enabling practitioners to assess and plan learning (Donaldson, 2015). Progression steps will eradicate any reference to the Foundation Phase and stage related assessment within the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020). Hayward et al. (2017) notes that within the various areas of learning outcomes will no longer be described as a rigid list of knowledge but will be established as wide expectations. Donaldson (2015) further adds that the main vehicle for assessment will be practitioner-based assessment, which will allow for the concept of the unique child to be fulfilled (Pound, 2015). However, there is a concern that the validity and reliability of this new way of assessment (Andrews, 2011) as practitioners will determine which outcomes best describe the child’s performance and enables settings to develop their own ideas towards assessment (Welsh Government, 2020).
To conclude, current assessment in Wales is based on an age and stage related system which does not reflect each child as an individual. Some assessment methods used in other curriculums are able to take into consideration the children as individuals, but they also come with their barriers, such as time, funding and accuracy. Future assessment should take into consideration many aspects of a child’s life in order to create a holistic image, taking into consideration the concept of the unique child. Practitioners also need to be provided with the knowledge and skills through professional development to implement assessment in a way that is culturally inclusive to all children and families as equals. This is what the new Curriculum for Wales (2020) is aiming to achieve.

Section 3 – Blog: Standardised testing: does this form of testing have a negative effect on children, and are the tests fair and valid?
Standardised testing has been used in both the Early Years and throughout a child’s time in education for a number of years, but is standardised testing an accurate and fair way of accumulating information and does this testing have a negative effect on children? This blog will review these questions and then beg the question, why are standardised tests still used in education?
Research has shown that over time standardised testing has become increasingly important in the Early Years sector around the world (Gelderblom, et al. 2016; Kilderry, 2015; Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016 and Bassok, Latham and Rorem, 2016). However, there are many experts and practitioners that do not believe this is beneficial or a positive change to make (Perrone, 1991; Brown, 2018 and Stefanko, 2021). There are many arguments to say that it has a negative effect on a child’s health and wellbeing as well as not producing valid and reliable results.
Bradbury (2013) discovered that results of standardised tests are being used to determine whether a child has a chance and a possibility of educational success from as young as four years old. Furthermore, the children that did not achieve highly in testing were being considered and grouped as ‘bad learners’. At four years old a child is still in their early stages of educational development and should not be written off within the education system or be seen as exempt from educational achievement (Bradbury, 2013). 
The use of standardised assessment in the Early Years classroom has a damaging effect on children and their self-esteem, children are fully aware of the fact that they are grouped on their academic ability, and this has further negative effect on the way that a child feels about their education, learning and school as a whole (Bradbury and Roberts-Holme, 2017). Elwood, Hopfenbeck and Baird (2017) state that standardised testing also increases pressure on young children and causes unnecessary anxiety and stress. There are a number of studies that have focused on test anxiety during standardised testing which all discovered a negative effect on children’s mental health (Moon, Brighton, and Callahan, 2002; Segool et al., 2013 and Wood, et al., 2017). Similarly, Abeles (2015) supports that unhealthy levels of stress are being placed upon children as a result of standardised tests and this has a negative effect on not just the mental health of children, but also their physical health (Schulzke, 2015). Simpson (2016) supports that the pressure of standardised testing is causing children to be physically ill with symptoms such as nausea, stomach pains, sleep problems and headaches. Cox (2015) further reiterates that this anxiety causes headaches, fatigue, vomiting as well as moving children to tears, causing a negative impact on physical health.
So, are standardised tests fair and valid? According to Olszewski- Kubilius and Clarenbach (2012) if a test does not use a variety of assessment types it will not be successful in creating a holistic picture of a child’s academic abilities. If a test is standardised it is not able to be culturally inclusive nor is it able to take into consideration any other aspects of a child’s life that could impact the results that day (Olszewski-Kubilius and Calrenbach, 2012). The fact that these tests are standard and therefore not inclusive can result in an inaccurate and invalid results being shown posing a negative affect on children and wrongly portraying their academic level (Alsubaie, 2015). Nixon (No date) states that multiple factors can play a massive part in the way in which a child performs, cultural factors, unfamiliar tests and illness can all have an effect, but this does not mean that the child lacks knowledge or capability. Additionally, Parekh (2017) states that all children learn and develop in different ways and that for many children formal and standardised testing does not support their way of learning and they are not able to fully engage with the assessment, again forming inaccurate results of a child’s ability. These tests obscure the real purpose of school and learning and move the focus to performing for assessment (Elwood, Hopfenbeck and Baird, 2017). Practitioners believe that assessment in this form creates anxiety, alters accurate learning to performance goals and causes surface-level learning rather than learning on a far deeper level (Sommer and Arendasy, 2015; von der Embse et al. 2018 and Vandewalle, Nerstad and Dysvik, 2019). Popham (2000) and Segal, Snell and Lefstein (2017) add that the curriculum is narrowed due to practitioner’s having to prioritise the content of standardised tests.
As a result of research, the new Curriculum for Wales (2020) plans to move away from standardised assessment and move its focus towards the healthy and wellbeing of children rather that statistics and figures that are not entirely accurate. The current age and stage related standardised form of assessment is no longer suitable (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson (2018) recognised that assessment in Early Years needs to change in order to recognise the holistic development of children including physical and social aspects rather than just the intellectual side of development. 
Although research is continuously portraying the negatives of standardised assessment, it is still a long way away from where it should be but the Curriculum for Wales making this change is a step in the right direction and hopefully in the future further changes will happen and more curriculums will follow suit to make education and assessment a positive, fair, and valid experience for children.
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