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Early Years Curricula

1.
According to the late Sir Ken Robinson, children are natural learners (Redazione, 2020). He argued that the best way for children to be educated is through practitioners engaging and encouraging curiosity and exploration, rather than limiting them to a specific curriculum (Robinson, 2016). Additionally, he believes children’s unique passions should be ignited within the ‘classroom’ which then results in a greater depth of learning (Suitable Education, 2019). The Curriculum for Wales: Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) writes of the importance of Early Years children learning through first-hand experiential activities, with ‘play’ being the foundational element to their learning. In alignment with Robinson’s theory, it is recognized that play encourages children to experiment, take risks, solve problems, explore and create (Estyn, 2019), therefore, developing key skills including social, behavioral, language and cognitive skills says Irvin (2017). Evidence was pulled from Countries, such as Scandinavia and New Zealand, revealing that formal curriculum and teaching can result in poorer standards of student achievement (Synodi, 2009), meaning play within the Early Years is crucial for early years development.

According to Welsh Government (2015) an example of best practice when implementing the foundation phase is to make room and time for a mixture of continuous, enhanced and focused activities across 7 areas of learning. Thomas (2020) explains that the continuous provision is what the classroom has to offer, such as a book corner and construction blocks, giving children room to grow independently through playful experiences. Thomas goes on to say that the enhanced provision is created by practitioners adding resources to the continuous provisions based on children’s likes and interests. And focused tasks are created by practitioners through child-observation within the continuous and enhanced activities, which can teach new skills based on the child’s likes and interests (Welsh Government, 2012). As you can see, this way of learning is child-centered, however, the stages and outcomes within the ‘Foundation Phase Child development Assessment Profile’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2011) and Early Years Outcomes Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) suggest that children have developmental ‘norms’ of achievement to adhere to, providing argument that the Foundation Phase is not quite as child centered as they would like it to be.

Wood (2004) suggests the role of the Early Years practitioner is to be both proactive within the setting and responsive to children - supplying them with rich learning environments both outdoors and indoors, whilst responding to their interests and learning styles on a unique, child-led level. Wood also believes that learning through play is an intentional act and should not be left to chance. However, the term play is defined differently from person to person (Waters-Davies, 2022) and with this in mind, how could any practitioner have a definitive answer as to what their role should be when trying to implement child-led learning through play? It proves some difficulties. Hyson et al (2009) argued that greater levels of training and education would not necessarily guarantee greater effectiveness within the implementation of early years pedagogy, however 9 out of the 23 recommendations within the independent Stocktake of the foundation phase in Wales was to do with a need for practitioner training (Siraj, 2014), highlighting a lack of understanding and knowledge within Early years pedagogy and the implementation of play-based curriculum.

Play-based learning is a core value within the foundation phase curriculum, yet as mentioned previously, play is widely difficult to define (Danniels, 2018), and because of this, can be problematic when trying to implement ‘play-based learning’. It can be argued that there was a lack of professional and developmental training for Early Years practitioners regarding the term ‘play-based learning’, especially as there is no shared or agreed meaning within documentation (Waters, 2016). When rolling out the Foundation Phase practitioners across the board were finding it difficult to understand the principles and practice of play within the curriculum (Estyn, 2011) which then resulted in poor curriculum implementation and utilization of staff and resources. 

By following the foundation phase, it was required of the practitioners that they support play-based, child-initiated learning, rather than continue in the more formal approach of the previous National Curriculum (Estyn, 2019). This created the need for practitioners to acknowledge and understand new language and terminology surrounding the term play, such as ‘structured play’, ‘child-initiated’, ‘practitioner-directed’, ‘observation’ and ‘unique child’ (Maynard et al, 2013). However, the vague definitions to terminology continued to present challenges when applying them to the Early Years settings (WAG, 2008). According to Macdonald’s image ‘foundation phase implementation through Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system’ (2018) it is vital that communication from Governmental policy level to authority level, to schools, to class level and then to practitioner level is seamless, as implementation requirements can be lost in translation. Without time and sufficient practitioner support to implement such changes as a new curriculum within their settings, they would simply just survive and get by, which would be detrimental for Early Years learning and development (Water, 2015) as well as practitioner’s personal professional development.

It was noted within the Final Report of the Foundation Phase Evaluation (Welsh Government, 2015) that practitioners needed further support in understanding what play is and looks like, and the need for understanding how to scaffold children’s individual development, whether that be through child or adult led play. Recognized within this evaluation are the ’12 Pedagogical elements’, which have been identified through foundation phase documentation analysis and previous expertise within early years education. These elements are the cornerstone for foundation phase practice. Pedagogical elements include; Child choice and participation, Stage not age, Open questioning, and Observation of children. It is believed that the ‘unique child’ will be encouraged to initiate and direct their own learning through exploration and experimentation, enjoy a balance of continuous, enhanced and focused tasks, whilst being supported according to their stage not age, and scaffolded through practitioner’s asking open questions and prompting reflection times (Water, 2015). These are brilliant values; however, it is maintained that yearly assessments are completed to chart progression, a result is formed, and an overall score given (Waters, 2015), again deflecting from and even minimizing their vision of the developing, unique child. These elements are contradicted by the need for scores.

Considering this, an evaluation was undertaken by WISERD (2016) and they believed the foundation phase was having positive results on children’s attainment, improving pupil wellbeing and increasing pupil attendance. However, it was realized that these positive outcomes were due to practitioner’s and certain schools acquiring greater understanding of play, pedagogy, early years curriculum and the role of the adult within an early year setting (Waters, 2015). Greater practitioner knowledge resulted in positive outcomes. In going forward with a play-based early years curriculum it is vital, in alignment with the Stocktake and Foundation Phase evaluation recommendations that adequate training and guidance for all staff is available (Siraj, 2014 and Welsh Government, 2015). According to international research it is paramount we as practitioner’s understand why we are making changes or implementing new ideas to the curriculum as it effects children’s learning and development (Waters and Payler, 2015), whether for their good or to their detriment. For the Early Years workforce to become more cohesive in putting theory into practice, everybody must have access to professional learning says Oberhuemer (2015).


2.
It is essential that all children globally are given time, space and environments that allow for holistic and meaningful learning to take place says Protheroe (2022). Each child is unique, meaning they develop physically, cognitively, linguistically, spiritually, socially, emotionally and academically at their own pace (Early Years Matters, 2007). As children acquire new skills at differing rates, they must be given varied opportunities to practice them, whilst bettering those skills through personal reflection and evaluation (Welsh Government, 2015). The aim of the New Curriculum for Wales is that every child is positively enabled to become ambitious, capable learners, creative contributors, ethically informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022), whether that be children of different race, ethnicity, family backgrounds, religious beliefs, special educational needs, and disabilities to name but a few. Every child is unique.

A quote by Simon Sinek (Good Reads, 2023) says ‘There are only two ways to influence behaviour: you can manipulate it or inspire it’. It is fundamental that we as practitioners decide to inspire Early Years children through enabling and encouraging rather than trying to manipulate them to develop generically through “one size fits all” tasks, activities and assessments. No two children are the same, so it must be said that no two children learn the same (Mead, no date). As Robinson said, passion ignited within children causes a greater depth of learning and understanding, and this will look completely different for each child (Suitable education, 2019). This way of ‘teaching’ will inevitably give children a sense of belonging, causing them to feel special, safe, included and not alone, which will result in children reaching their full, unique potential. This is inclusive practice says Lee (2022).

Assessment within early childhood education was used as early as the 1900’s by psychologists such as Piaget and Vygotsky to measure children’s “developmental readiness” (Pyle and Deluca, 2017). According to Dubiel (2021) assessment is vital for supporting children’s development, however it is important the concept of assessment is understood correctly. Assessment is a tool in which practitioner’s use to gather information that gives greater understanding of individual children’s development (Early Years Matters, 2023). Child observation and assessment should make clear to the practitioner the individual learning styles, likes and dislikes, favored topics, responses to varied scenarios, and what might enthuse or motivate them to learn (Reach Out, 2022). Assessment helps practitioners in supporting children’s learning, monitoring individual progress and identifying next steps in learning (Education Scotland, 2023). Assessment can also identify children with additional learning needs, intervening with extra support if necessary (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2014). However, assessment should not be used to measure and judge children on what they cannot do, comparing them with other children (Education Scotland, 2023). Additionally, Nagle (2007) believes assessment should be a team effort including multiple procedures, multiple sources of information, across multiple environments, and across time to have a more comprehensive understanding of the child.

Wales introduced a new form of Early Years assessment in 2010 called the Foundation Phase Profile, where information on children would be collated through observation and formative assessments that would give greater understanding of child development and abilities (Welsh Government, 2017). 
The profile was based on 4 areas of learning: 
Personal and Social development, Well-being and Cultural diversity, 
Language, Literacy and Communication skills, 
Mathematical Development,
And Physical Development (Welsh Government, 2015).

By assessing children with this profile tool, progress data is understood through the outcomes children are achieving (Welsh Government, 2015). This gives understanding of what area’s children are lacking in or have less confidence in, giving more specific direction to the practitioners as to what play areas and activities are needed to help support children in growing developmentally. Welsh Government (2017) believes including the parents and carers in child assessment through group discussion is highly beneficial as it gives a wider understanding of the child’s development in different contexts and settings. This provides a sense of parent-partnership working, which helps both parents and practitioners support individuals at home and in school on a more holistic level.

However, are assessments, such as the foundation phase profile, equitable for all children? For decades ‘ability’ has been the deciding factor as to whether children will succeed or not, whether educators give more attention or not, and whether they have access to academic opportunities or not (Gaztambide-Fernandez and Parekh, 2017), meaning, inevitably, failure for some students says Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008). Because of assessment, and depending on individual achievement and outcomes, children are often grouped with other children of similar ability for group level work, despite the evidence of negative and detrimental effects this has on children says Mitchell (2010). Livingston (1996) says the grouping can often be seen through ‘levels’ of race, social class, and social-demographic construction. If ever seen within the classroom of the 21st century it must be challenged. Often if children sense their educators and teachers do not believe in them, the students begin to lack belief in themselves. This then prevents greater achievement as the students believe they can only achieve to a certain ‘level’. Whether this belief is true or not it is vital educators are encouraging and supporting all children alike within the classroom.

Dweck (2015) has studied what she calls the ‘Growth and Fixed Mindsets’. This she believes is how children perceive their abilities. A ‘growth mindset’ is developed by believing intelligence can be developed. Simply understood as a knowing and believing that the brain can grow intellectually and academically. Whereas a ‘fixed mindset’ is a belief that you can only learn academically to a certain level and then the growth stops. Research shows that children with a ‘growth mindset’ would outperform those with a ‘fixed mindset’ (Blackwell et al, 2007). Why does this matter? Because children will underachieve in life purely from a lack of support, encouragement and understanding that their brains can grow at any age (Haimovitz and Dweck, 2017). Dweck believes that children should be reminded by educators that if they are unable to do something, it only means they cannot do it yet and that there is still room for improvement and growth (Study Smarter, no date). However, Dweck (2015) continues with the need for children to learn new concepts and to not be praised purely from effort put into the work at hand. If there is no learning, it is believed there is no growing and developing. 

When approaching the concept of ‘growth and fixed mindsets’ within the classroom it is important to consider factors such as children’s access to education, resources available to them, and socio-economic backgrounds (Haimovitz and Dweck, 2017). Children from disadvantaged backgrounds and having a lack of resources made available to them can believe that they were not born academic with the understanding they are unable to achieve, however they need to be reminded that we are living through an unfair system and that equal access to resources and opportunities are not always given, sadly. Therefore, our role as practitioners and educators’ matter – we can bring a change, even if small, to a group of children by giving them equal access, equal opportunities, and equal support in mastering within academics. This could change children’s trajectories of motivation and learning (Yeager and Dweck, 2012).

A German researcher studied teacher’s ‘growth and fixed’ mindsets over the space of a year and the impact they would have on children’s academic success (De Kraker-Pauw et al, 2017). The educators with fixed mindsets believed they had no influence on the children’s intellectual abilities, whereas the educators with growth mindsets believed the opposite. He found that low achieving students being taught by the educators with a ‘fixed mindset’ left their academic year continuing as a low achiever, whereas students beginning as low achievers but being taught by educators with ‘growth mindsets’ went on to become moderate achievers and even high achievers. This proves that the mindset of all practitioners and educators’ impact significantly on children’s academic success (Dweck, 2010), and placing children into ability categories will not work in supporting all children to achieve higher and it does not lean into the understanding of the ‘unique child’.

As Wales is entering a new academic phase whilst rolling out the New Donaldson Curriculum it is believed that the concept of the ‘unique child’ is at the heart of the curriculum (Senedd Research, 2021). Donaldson aims that all teaching and learning be underpinned by the 4 purposes, meaning achievement is available for all students in becoming ambitious, capable learners, enterprising and creative contributors, healthy, confident individuals, and ethically, informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2015). The New curriculum wants every child to thrive and succeed (EWC, 2015).

3.
Is the New Curriculum an inclusive education system?

According to Knight and Crick (2021) inclusive education has been a key aim within research, policy and professional practice not only in Wales, but on a global level. UNESCO (no date) writes simply, ‘Every learner matters and matters equally’. This is a profound quote, one in which should be aligned with by every school, setting, educator and practitioner in Wales. The United Nations General Assembly confirmed the Convention of Rights of Disabled persons which carried a fresh dedication to providing inclusive education for all children from the year 2006 onwards (United nations, 2022). This convention has encouraged schools to acknowledge that specific children with additional learning needs have a right to learn and study alongside children who do not have additional learning needs, giving room for full educational inclusion, however the outworking of this through practice sadly, often falls short says Mitchell and Sutherland (2020).

Wales is currently undergoing significant educational changes (Welsh Government, no date). The New Donaldson Curriculum was published in 2020 and began phasing in from September 2022 throughout schools and varied settings, and it is passionately dedicated to delivering high quality educational opportunities to all young people throughout Wales (Welsh Government, 2015). We can be proud as Welsh citizens that a new curriculum and qualification system has been made in Wales, for Wales, designed to address specific challenges and opportunities within our personal country and communities, but to also embody Welsh characteristics, with the hope that its rich history, language and heritage would not be forgotten (Welsh Government, 2013).  

Whilst designing the new purpose-led Curriculum, focusing on curricular content and learner-centred pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2015), developments have also been made to the ‘Additional Learning Needs’ system, abbreviated to ALN (Welsh Government, 2022). This proves that within the heart of the New Curriculum is a belief that all children matter and that there is a need for well-educated and trained staff to nurture, support and educate all types of children, including those with additional learning needs. It is a priority for schools that they keep a heightened awareness of all educational inequalities says Power et al (2020). Welsh Government (2015) believes that the entirety of the New Welsh Curriculum should be made available to all children with the outcome being that every child has the opportunity and encouragement to become ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethically informed citizens of Wales, and healthy, confident individuals. These are the 4 main purposes within the New Curriculum (Senedd Research, 2021).

By developing both the new curriculum and the ALN system a new ‘support system’ would be available for all children with additional learning needs says Knight and Crick (2021). This is to support all children with varied learning needs to raise standards of achievement, and to nurture developmental progression through personalised learning, and particularly child-led learning within the early years (Welsh Government, 2022). The aim is that educational provision will be consistent, bringing a continuity to learning from ages 0-25 years regardless of the severity or complexity of additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2017-2021).

However, whilst researching this topic I have come to understand that the ‘Additional Learning System’ focuses on supporting individuals with already identified learning needs, it does not at present focus on the need for inclusive education for every child (Knight and Crick, 2021). Because of this understanding, my questions have become, how will the needs of all children be met within the New curriculum by our educational system? And will our educational system ever be fully inclusive for all children? Does this mean some children will fall through a loophole and not be given a chance to thrive and develop fully within education? Will it be assumed what level of achievement certain children will reach and only allowing for that height of achievement to be reached. These are a few of my thoughts since researching this topic of an inclusive education.

The New Curriculum for Wales is competency-based, with an experiential approach to teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2015). Within the Early years this will be seen as a child-led or child-initiated approach, following the interests of each individual child. It is proposed that this way of educating responds more effectively to student diversity (Roegiers et al, 2006). It is therefore expected that the same goals and aims will run smoothly in all educational settings, including mainstream and special schools (Knight and Crick, 2021). Additionally, the aim is to provide all practitioners with adequate training which in turn will create a level of confidence to adapt content and delivery to all children, providing a more inclusive classroom (K4D, 2018). If done well, this should create inclusive practices throughout the curriculum and in all settings throughout Wales.

An inclusive curriculum should be designed in a way that caters for the diversity of needs and for all learners, rather than focusing on the needs of the “average” student says Knight and Krick (2021). A competency-based curriculum should reenforce this. A curriculum like this, with ‘experiential learning’ as a foundation, the teaching adapts itself to real-life situations, thus providing room to be relevant and flexible to all students, whilst giving space for varied learning outcomes from a diverse cohort of children (Opertti and Brady, 2011). This is inclusive of children with additional learning needs as educators can adapt their teaching to the pace of the students.

This is a very complex topic, one in which needs more time to research, digest, and put understand how to fully put it all into practice. However, I do believe all settings and educators can become more inclusive in their approach to “teaching” children, simply by allowing children to lead in their learning, educators following children’s interests and passions, and reminding ourselves as settings that ‘Every learner matters and matters equally’. If we can keep remind one another of this motto and apply it to ourselves on a personal and professional level then we will witness all children growing and developing holistically.
















