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Section 1  

Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports. 

According to Welsh Government (2022) the new curriculum for wales is being developed by teachers, partners and practitioners for settings and schools in Wales. The new rollout of the new curriculum for wales is set for September 2022 for students up to year 6 and September 2023 for students in year 7 and 8. 
Welsh government (2022) states that these changes to the new curriculum are:

essential in order to assist children and young people develop higher standards of literacy and numeracy, to become more digitally and bilingually competent, and to be confident, capable and compassionate citizens – citizens of wales and citizens of the world. 
 								(Welsh Government, 2015) 

Brooker 2010) states that play is an important part of all children’s lives.  According to Hartley et al (1952) play is made up of children enhancing their creativity skills through child led activities. It gives them the opportunity to develop their emotional, social, language and creativity skills. However, Play Scotland (No date) states that there is no clear definition of play, as there are so many definitions given by different practitioners. 
Furthermore, Ginsburg  (2007) would agree that play helps develop these skills and he also suggests that Self-Directed play allows children to learn many new skills such as, how to resolve conflicts, to negotiate, to share and how to work in groups. According to Howard and McInnes. (2012) when children perceive an activity as play, they are more engaged and have better results in what they do. Lai Et al (2018) would agree as they state that playing can lead to changes in behaviours and knowledge while also supporting learning and children’s engagement.  

According to Goldstein (2012) play has many benefits relating to emotional, social and physical development. Goldstein (2012)  states play can reduce fear and anxiety, improves children’s self-esteem and their non-verbal skills, which in turn, will help them with their learning. Goldstein (2012) also suggests that play gives parents the opportunity to bond and engage with their children by showing interest in their unique capabilities. 
Howard (2012) states that children are more engaged in the activity when it is perceived as play, therefore they will gain more from their activity. 

Theorists like Reggio Emilia and Montessori include play-based learning in their theories. Early Learning Centre (2021). state that both Montessori and Reggio Emilia’s approaches are similar as they are both child-centred. However, Early Learning Centre (2021). state that children do not follow a strict curriculum following the Reggio Emilia approach as they are viewed as active components of their learning, whereas following the Montessori approach children play a less active role in their learning, and follow a general curriculum based around maths, geography, practical skills, science and language. Hewett  (2001). states that the Reggio Emelia approach views the child as a competent learner and that teachers consider themselves as partners and co learners where both teacher and child participate in an activity together, rather than the teacher dominating the classroom. 

Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) state that early years curricula around the world suggest that play is of upmost importance. Moyles (2000) would agree with this as she states that there is evidence to indicate that introducing play into early years curricula can raise standards in children’s education. Moyles (2000) also argues that children learn valuable skills while playing that are vital in helping them further their knowledge. Waters (2015) supports this statement as she believes that children learn through play by experimenting, taking risks and solving problems. Waters 2015) states that children develop an understanding of the world in which they live and develop their self-worth and self-esteem. Welsh government (2008) would agree with this as they state that children develop skills that apply across all seven areas of learning while learning through play.  Waters (2015) states that an overly formal approach to early years education could have a negative effect on children below the age of 6. 

Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) establish through research that many education settings find it difficult to define play which leads to difficulty implementing play-based learning into their classroom.  Welsh government (2015) would agree with this as they state that although local authority early years advisers say that they are happy with how the foundation phase is being implemented in their areas, the standard of implementing the foundation phase varies significantly between schools. 

Looking at previous changes to the foundation phase curriculum as stated by Welsh Government (2014) there have been many improvements in children’s literacy and numeracy development. However, they state that there is room for improvement in regard to CSSIW and Estyn inspections in order to fully ensure that all settings are consistent in delivering the highest quality in the foundation phase. 

According to Waters (2015) both stocktake and foundation phase evaluations recommend that training and guidance for practitioners, head teachers, the inspectorate and policy makers, is critical for the development of the foundation phase. Waters (2015) also states that training needs to be ongoing in order to ensure that teachers and practitioners are effectively implementing the new curriculum. However, Welsh Government (2014) state that 14% of lead practitioners from funded non-maintained settings and 27% of school head teachers believe that the materials for training need to be changed. 

According to Welsh Government (2014) during interviews many practitioners described the guidance and terminology received as vague, therefore if the guidance was vague then implementation will be vague. Siraj Blatchford et al (2005) would agree with this as she expresses concerns regarding the confusing terminology. 

Welsh Government (2014) state that head teachers suggested that there was confusion around the key terms used in the foundation phase as it was over complicated. This could be a reason why there is variation of the implantation of the foundation phase between different settings. Welsh Government (2014) suggest that there needs to be frequent and clear training in order to maintain consistency in all settings. 

Waters 2015) states that in the new curriculum, educational settings are required to provide a stimulating outdoor area that is equally fun and safe in order to promote children’s natural curiosity. Waters (2015) states that there are many benefits for children to play outdoors while implementing a play-based curriculum. Waters (2015) states that the first benefit is physical development. Bento (2017) agrees and states that children who are physically active through their childhood are more likely to have a healthy attitude towards maintaining a healthy, energetic lifestyle when they are adults.

Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (2009) would agree with this as they state that not only does learning outside the classroom promote healthy children but supports healthy lifestyles as they grow. Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (2009) also suggest that learning outdoors offers children new experiences that are unique to the outdoors, for example children learn to understand and respect nature, and learn about plant, lifecycles and season changes. Howard (2012) would agree with this as he states that Playing in the outdoors also encourages children to be ethical citizens by teaching them to be kind to nature and the creatures that live in it.

However, Dijk-Wesselius et al (2020) state that some schools and educational settings experience barriers due to lack of outdoor space. 
Welsh Government (2015) would agree with this as they state that there are many obstacles when implementing the new foundation phase curriculum, one of which is lack of equipment and space. 

Welsh government (2015) explain that adult to child ratios are a key input of the foundation phase. Welsh government (2014) state that currently the ratio is 1:8 in reception classes, However, it has been agreed with staff, advisors and inspectors that it would not affect quality if the ratio was increased to 1:10. Welsh Government (2014) has noted that in some settings this ratio may not be practical if they have a high volume of children with additional needs such as SEN or E/WAL. 

To conclude there are a number play based learning activities that support the implementation of a play-based curricula. Theorists such as Montessori and Reggio Emelia support the idea of children learning on a self-directed basis which links the foundation phase in Wales and the new curriculum which has come into force in September 2022. Although there are arguments for and against children learning being solely play based, the majority of evidence states there are more benefits to having a play based curriculum as appose to an academic only curriculum. 







Section 2 

Considering the concept of the ‘unique child’ critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula 

According to The Early Years Foundation Stage (2005) all children develop at varying rates in every aspect. This includes, physical, cognitive, social and emotional. They also state that each individual child has their own characteristics. Early Years Matters (2022) would agree with this as they state that every child is unique, and every child will develop at different paces and therefore it is important that parents and caregivers don’t compare children’s development. Early Education (2012) state that every child is unique, children are born eager and ready to learn. They state that from babies, they start to learn about the world around them. Early Education (2012) stress the importance of the unique child having positive relationships and an enabling environment in order for them to learn and develop effectively. 

Welsh Government (2015) state that assessments are carried out in order to see what children and young people know, to see if they are progressing and for practitioners to understand what they are able or unable to do, which then enables the practitioner to plan around their capabilities. Welsh Government (2022) would agree with this as they state that assessment in the foundation phase is to support each unique child in their development and to help them progress at an appropriate pace and be challenged academically.

According to Early Years Matters (2022). children are assessed through formal and informal assessments. Practitioners assess children daily in an informal way, by observing them in class and in play. Early Years Matters (2022) state that through observing, practitioners can see each child’s set of unique capabilities. This can provide the practitioners with reliable information about the unique child. 
Foundation phase Wales (2015) states that observation plays a key role while assessing children in day-to-day practice in the foundation phase. They state that observation gives the practitioner the opportunity to see how much progress a child has made. Foundation Phase Wales (2015 also state that in order to see the unique child, observation needs to be undertaken both indoors and outdoors and over a period of time. 

Pacey (2017) states that observation in the foundation phase helps us to see how children are feeling and how they handle their emotions. It also helps us to discover what interests a child has and to see if children are developing.
Carr (2001) agrees with this as they state that children are observed by practitioners so they can understand what they can do, and to see how they are developing. 

According to Pacey, (2017) by using the foundation phase profile to observe children, we are able to assess children’s abilities in four areas of learning, which are: 
· Mathematical development 
· Language, literacy and communication skills 
· Personal and social. Well-being and cultural diversity. 
· Physical development 

According to Welsh gov (no date) While children are playing, they unknowingly use the skills that they have learnt without fear of failure. The Welsh government also states that by observing children in the continuous provision it gives the practitioner or teacher the opportunity observe the children with little to no distractions, this is because the children will already be familiar with the setting and will need little to no adult input. However, according to Welsh Government (2015) the majority (78%) of the results recorded by practitioners of observations were adult- initiated. This may be because many practitioners have not had the relevant training in the foundation phase, therefore will not understand the importance of child-led play. Observing in adult- initiated activities rather than child- led activities could mean that the children are less engaged, therefore will not perform as well. 

According to Spreeuwenberg (2020) Using the observation tool can give practitioners a more accurate image of where the child is in their development. Observing play in particular will help show the practitioner more skills as when children play, they are focused on their task and are more likely to problem solve by themselves. Spreeuwenberg (2020) also suggests that observing children can also help identify any problems the children may have in relation to ALN. 
Foundation Phase Wales (2015) state that children should be given the opportunity to discuss their activities, which will help them reflect on and see their own abilities. 

According to McCallum (No Date) observation would be the most effective method of assessing the unique child in the foundation phase, however there are some implications which stop this from happening. Funding and teacher ratios are one. According to Welsh Government (2015) the current adult to child ratio is 1:8 in reception classes, however there is speculation that it is being changed to 1:10. The practitioner may not have enough time to track the progress of each child through observation, therefore a simple test is quicker.

According to Foundation Phase Wales (2015) formative assessments are used in order to find out where children are in their developmental stages. This helps practitioners to plan continuous, enhanced and focused provisions that will challenge them. 
Bellman (2013) states that childhood assessment is about grouping information about the unique child and then using that to plan activities based on their strengths and weaknesses. 

According to Saunders (2020) Children are grouped in their classes by level of ability in order to make the classes more manageable. After researching the topic, Saunders (2020) argues that the “lower achieving” students usually are placed with the lower qualified staff and children with special needs or ALN are most likely to be in the lower achieving groups. 

Saunders (2020) suggests the emotional impact grouping has on the children. The children that are placed in the lower achieving groups are more likely to perceive themselves as failures and are less likely to have a good perception of their own ability. 

According to Isaacs (2022) children’s progress is assessed around the age of 5 in relation to the seven areas of learning identified by the Early years foundation stage.
Welsh Government (No Date) state that assessment is achieved in the foundation phase by observing the unique child as they engage with the resources provided by their setting. This could be in the continuous provision or the enhanced provision. 

Clarke (2020) states that assessing children using tests does not support the concept of the unique child.  Assessment should reflect the individual development of each unique child, rather than categorizing them as a whole. Clarke (2020) argues that this type of assessment does not provide a true reflection of the unique child. Clarke (2020) states that assessing children can significantly have a negative effect on their wellbeing. She questions whether there is any thought between children’s wellbeing and their academic achievement.

According to Gipps (1996) children are assessed against the national curriculum at age 5. Standards and testing agency (2020) confirm this as they state that Early years practitioners must complete the Early Years foundation stage profile for each child who will 5 years old on or before August 31st 2021. Standards and testing agency (2020) states that practitioners need to make observations throughout the year in order to complete the EYFS profile for each unique child. 

Welsh Government (date) state that the new curriculum for foundation phase students supports them through their learning and laying out progression steps. These progression steps keep children on track making sure they’re hitting the right developmental stages for their age. 

McLeod (2022) states that Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development suggests that children learn as they grow and that they should be hitting certain developmental milestones as they grow older. However, Mcleod (2022) States that Vygotsky would disagree as he suggests children learn from their surroundings, and through interacting with more knowledgeable members of society. Mcleod (2022) states that Piaget believed that childrens development comes before their learning, while Vygotsky believed that social learning comes before development. 

Brookhart (2017) state that for children to be involved in their learning, they need to have a clear understanding of their goals and aims. Brookhart (2017) states that for children to keep track of their progress, assessments need to be made. McCallum (no date) would agree with this as he states that it is of upmost importance that children learn the objectives behind their work, he suggests that children would be more motivated and engaged if they knew why it was needed. Brookhart (2017) states that formative assessments are extremely important in helping children become competent and engaged students. However, McCallum  (no date) state that formal assessment doesn’t support the concept of the unique child. No two children are the same, some children may struggle under pressure of being assessed McCallum (no date) suggest that formative assessment doesn’t consider the emotional wellbeing of the unique child. 

However Welsh Government (2018) states that assessing children is essential to their learning to enable teachers and practitioners to see any progress that has been made. Assessing children helps teachers and practitioners see if there are any children who would benefit from additional support and could also help identify any possible developmental delay. 

In conclusion, the research shows that there is need for assessment, however in some cases, it could have negative effects on the outcome of a unique child’s development, health and wellbeing. The research also shows that observing children during play, rather than formally assessing them could have better, more accurate results. 

Section 3 

What are the benefits of outdoor learning in the early years? Helping parents and practitioners work together to build successful learning environments for our children. 

There are many opportunities that lie in the outdoors regarding children’s education, health and wellbeing. However, when we look at Welsh Government (2015) ‘s evaluating the foundation phase research only a small percentage (34%) of practitioners stated that they use the outdoors every day. 
Durant (2018) state that not all educational settings have access to outdoor areas, however Durant (2018) states that all settings should be providing outside play opportunities for children, regardless of the facilities that they have, she states that if they do not have access to suitable outdoor facilities, then practitioners should be planning outdoor activities for children elsewhere. 
Welsh Government (2015) also stated that practitioners reported that their outdoor spaces were rarely used in the continuous provision as they would only go out in dry or warm weather. Ouvry (2020) supports this as she states that there are many reasons as to why practitioners keep children indoors, one being that parents want practitioners to keep their children safe, but they believe that it can be dangerous in the outdoors where there are more possibilities that children may fall and harm themselves in the wet or be sunburnt in the warmer weather. 
Ourvy (2020) states that we should consider training in order to develop practitioners’ outdoor teaching skills and how to provide a suitable outdoor learning environment in the continuous provision. 
According to Waters (2015) In the current curriculum for Wales, there are guidelines for practitioners, which states how to implement learning in the outdoors. 

Ourvy (2020) sate that children gain knowledge and experience through their senses. She states that children need to have positive experiences in the outdoors from a young age to enable them to make sense of their own world. Ourvy (2020) also states that play plays a big part in this as it allows children to create their own rules and express their thoughts and feelings, therefore contributing to their mental health and wellbeing. 

Welsh Government (No Date) state that working in partnership with parents leads to better outcomes for children’s learning. They state that working in partnership with parents and carers is a central concept in the Early Years Foundation Stage, However, if parents disagree with outdoor learning because of fears of risks – how do we implement the outdoors into our curriculum in order to give children the best possible learning experience while reassuring parents about the benefits of outdoor play.

Welsh Government (2015) suggest inviting parents to the setting, this will aid in forming a healthy teacher/parent relationship. By inviting parents and finding out about their values and cultural beliefs, it can help the parent / carer feel more at ease. Welsh Government (2015) state that parents and carers want to be involved in their child’s education. They state that sharing new things that a child has learnt can enable parents to encourage children to do the same thing at home, which will aid in the child’s development. By showing the parent / caregiver that the child is learning through a play based curriculum it will give them more confidence in the setting.

Gill (2013) states that exposing children to risks is beneficial as they will not be serious risks and that children of all ages are naturally curious, they want to explore their surroundings, and learn about the natural world around them. Gill (2013) states that practitioners will be required to complete a risk assessment before taking the children outdoors and they will not do so if the activity could pose any serious risk to children or practitioners. 

There is a substantial amount of research which shows that children engage in more challenging and demanding activities that test and help develop their abilities while playing outdoors. Welsh Government (2015) reported that during outdoor play, children engaged in more self-directed play and made better use out of the continuous and enhanced provision provided. 
Welsh government (No Date) suggest adding enhancements to the outdoor continuous provision in order to make the original provision seem more interesting. 
According to Education (2009) agrees with this as they state that Steiner’s approach recognises the child as a whole, Steiner believed that children work best in a natural environment and recommends using natural materials like wood, pinecones and leaves and incorporating them into a settings continuous or enhanced provision. 

Howard (2012) states that when children are playing outdoors, they are developing many skills such as problem solving, numeracy skills and communication skills. Howard (2012) states that while playing, children are more likely to be engaged in their activity therefore have better results in what they do. 
Howard (2012) also states that playing in the outdoors also encourages children to be ethical citizens by teaching them to be kind to nature and the creatures that live in it.

According to Welsh Government (No Date) The new curriculum for wales states that some skills children will learn while playing in the outdoors are creativity, problem solving and critical thinking. When playing in the outdoors, children can cover all aspects mentioned in the new curriculum.
Lloyd (2003) states that the outdoors can fit into any topic that a class is studying. She states that when children play with natural objects such as sticks and leaves found in the outdoors, it encourages them to become divergent thinkers. Children use their creative skills and play with sticks as wands or swords. Or use mud to ‘bake pies’.

In conclusion, parents and practitioners looking for activities to entertain children, while helping to focus on all aspects of their development, should look outside and find a forestry or beach as the possibilities for children are endless. Research shows that children are more engaged while playing and they are learning more than you think. Children will remember experiences far better than they would remember what they have written on paper while in a classroom. 
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