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[bookmark: _Hlk36929815][bookmark: _Hlk37005835]Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports.
Play has a vital role within the learning sector, for starters it is a human right as stated in Article 31 of the United Nations Conventions of the Child (UNCRC). At present the Foundation Phase in Wales or Foundation Stage in England is the current curriculum for children aged three to seven years. This is a play-based curriculum which focuses on the importance of learning through play within the early years. Within this curriculum there are seven learning areas, which include Mathematical development, Language, Literacy and Communication, Creative development, knowledge and understanding of the world, Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity, Physical development and welsh language development. According to the Welsh Assembly Government play supports the children developmentally in many areas and is essential to a child’s holistic development. This is supported by Isaacs cited by Pound, 2005 stating the importance that play has on young children’s development. Play also has a huge impact on the rationale behind the Reggio Emilia Approach, another play based initiative to learning. Reggio Emilia which originated from a city in Northern Italy by Loris Malaguzzi. However, it is an approach rather than a curriculum followed by the country. Two provisions were made consisting of an infant group from zero to three years, and a preschool group from three to six year old. Malaguzzi like Vygotsky believed that children learn from what they already know as did Bruner with his spiral curriculum. ‘The education that the Reggio schools provide is the result of a long and gradual process that continues to evolve’ Learning and Teaching Scotland, (1999) . 
Wales are currently implementing a change to the curriculum based on Donaldson’s successful futures report. It is within this report that he suggests four main purposes to the learner to be developed by six main learning areas. This new curriculum is focused on children from age three up to sixteen, enabling the revisiting of subjects to develop the current understanding and progress in that area further (Hwb, 2020). This was supported by Bruner who developed a spiral curriculum theory in 1960 (Pound, 2005) which could be the basis of change to Donaldson’s report. The spiral curriculum is based on expanding the knowledge and understanding and revisiting to develop the gained knowledge further. The new Curriculum for Wales will ensure that all schools are able to cover the same core learning enabling the country to have consistent and secure learning sector, which in turn would be linked to Bruner’s spiral theory.  
There are several positive and negative aspects to the implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales, whilst the Foundation Phase was deemed successful with its emphasis on play on the other hand there were some settings that were not utilising the outdoor areas as they should and the wellbeing did not have as much of a focus throughout. Some mentioned a need for focus on ‘life skills, personal confidence, basic skills, work skills, career advice and health and well-being’. The new Curriculum design would be more central to the child incorporating by adopting some areas of Reggio Emilia’s Approach, to support and motivate a child rather than teach a child. Which in turn compliments child-centred ideologies with purpose to encourage and motivate an individual pupil learning approach, Bartlett & Burton, 2007. Following the Successful Futures report there was emphasis on continuing a child focused approach to learning, and incorporating the voice of the child. Donaldson reported that the current curriculum in schools was out-dated and therefore was in need of updating to run alongside the updating of technology. It was within his new curriculum that the proposed idea of incorporating digital competence in a cross curricular motion as already applied with Literacy and Numeracy. He believed that it was essential for children to learn to be more involved in contemporary civilization as workplaces already have a high demand and need for those with elevated levels of digital competence which will continue to develop as technology improves in the near future. 
‘Play encourages creativity and imagination. It is intellectually, socially, emotionally, physically, and linguistically challenging and encourages children to work in depth (alone and with others). It can offer all children the chance to explore and learn at their own pace and stage of development. It has a crucial role in enabling children to consolidate learning, particularly at a time when the pace is too fast for children.’
(Pound, 2005)
This could be the concept behind both play based ideas within the education sector, as seen how successful it has become in the current Foundation Phase, to continue this ideal learning strategy going forward with the new curriculum.  Another aspect to consider would be the surrounding community. Reggio Emilia was based on an area in Italy and focused on the culture and historical events and buildings in the same radius due to its relevance to its area. The new Curriculum for Wales is to incorporate the same idea behind its proposed curricula. 
One way that Reggio Emilia and the new Curriculum differ from each other is how Reggio emphasises a strong focus on expressive arts over Literacy and Numeracy, whereas currently alongside Digital Competency, Literacy and Numeracy are cross-curricular in the coming curriculum. On one hand they do value the aspects to Numeracy and Literacy and believe they have a place, but the benefits of expressive arts are fundamental to the child in order to encourage and incorporate their creativity and imagination. They also encourage a child’s non-verbal communication skills through gestures, painting, storytelling and dance (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 1999). This is beneficial again to the individual child that may have communication issues or with educational needs to be able to express their feelings in a way that is easy for them as opposed to having to write or speak which they may not have developed confidence for. 
[bookmark: _Hlk36929832][bookmark: _Hlk37005820]Critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula.
	At present there is a slight bit of inconsistency when it comes to the assessment within the curriculum with different factors to consider. Children currently attending schools in Britain are subjected to national tests often referred to as Standard Attainment Tests (SAT’s) at the end of year two through to year nine, Independent Education Consultants (2018).These were introduced by the Education Reform Act 1988 alongside the national curriculum. The purpose of these SAT’s is to assess each pupil’s progress individually in order to see where they are academically in and to view any weaknesses they may have (Wightwick 2018). The Welsh Government believe that the tests can give teachers detailed information regarding the pupil’s development and the results will show where the children may need more assistance from practitioners to improve. On completion of the test they are then compared to the average attainment of their age group, (Independent Education Consultants, 2018). According to the most recent PISA results Wales has scored lower than the other nations and is ranked the worst in the United Kingdom for the fifth time in a row, (Wightwick, 2019). The Pisa test can give a brief look at the effects of education on fifteen-year olds across the world. From previous results we can see that New Zealand ranked eleventh out of the participating countries where the United Kingdom fell behind in fifteenth place, where at the top of the ranked countries were Singapore, Japan and Estonia, (Wightwick, 2016). I will be comparing two forms of assessment during this analysis consisting of the national tests in the United Kingdom and learning stories in New Zealand.
	There are many positive and negative aspects to children sitting SAT’s, one of the negative factors are the adult’s role during the assessment. These tests contradict this theory as during these tests the adult present are not able to assist the children due to it not being a true reflection of the child’s capability. The practitioner’s role throughout the year is to support and assist, whilst observing the pupil. Children that are used to this provision are then expected to complete tests that ae increasingly harder each year without any support. Bruner cited by Arthur & Cremin developed the theory of scaffold learning which the adult’s role is to support the child to achieve their highest level of achievement. Bruner cited by Bartlett & Burton 2007, explains how the role of the adult, in this case the teacher, would be to guide a childs discovery through applying structured support to them, such as asking questions regarding the discovery or by providing adequate and appropriate materials and resources. The zone of proximal development’ was a theory by Vygotsky in which it was the gap between the capabilities of a child alone and what is able to be achieved by the same child with an adult or peer with more experience, Pound, 2005. 
	Another area to consider would be the Unique Child, children are all individuals and learn at their own pace in their own way. Throughout childhood a child is judged on their ability compared to others. During the national tests they are compared with other children of the same age regardless of their individual needs. As babies they are monitored on their development through stages of norms for their age group and can be referred if they are not reaching their developmental milestones. This leads to parent being worried if their child is not achieving the desired outcome at a specific age rather than focusing on the abilities the individual is achieving. According to the Welsh Government (2007) ‘each child is different because they are an individual’ and the developmental milestones are there to assess for any difficulties they have in order to give support at the earliest intervention.  During the year practitioners continuously assess each child’s capability through summative assessment where they gather information and evidence to support a child’s learning and gain an overview of their progress. In doing this a practitioner can plan future tasks tailored to the child’s ability (Arthur & Cremin 2010). However, during the national tests there is no differentiation and all children are to sit the exact same paper, which gives those children with a lower ability a disadvantage. 
	Te Whariki is the curriculum for early years in New Zealand, which was developed by Margaret Carr, before being implemented in 1996 and updated later in 2017.  Siencyn 2010, writes how in contrast to schools in Britain the Te Whariki curriculum was designed for children from birth to school starting age, rather than from three years in this country. Te Whariki have ensured that they incorporate biculturalism successfully, as they have integrated Maori language, values and philosophy. This is to ensure local culture is appreciated and respected from a young age, they support the beliefs of all children and families (Te Kete Ipurangi). While they also focus on play as a form of learning they also assess children but without the standardised testing that is used in the United Kingdom. Learning stories is an evidence-based way that the children are assessed in New Zealand. This form of assessment is conducted by narrating the children’s goals and achievements and documenting them over time. “Learning stories can capture the complexity of the child’s learning and development...intergrate the social with the cognitive and the effective…and incorporate the child’s voice” (Carr, 2001:95) cited by Siencyn, 2008. Siencyn proceeds to write how by a narrative observation the documentation of the child’s learning is in more depth than an individual assessment. 
This contradicts the purpose of the SAT’s as they are focused on an individual assessment, which several factors can influence. Children during SAT’s are judged on a one-off performance in unfamiliar surroundings and without the support from their teachers or teaching assistants like they are used to. They may also feel pressure from parents as they are aware their children are taking the tests which can have a negative effect on their performance. Research shows that some pupils that are anxious regarding tests tend to make more effort than those who do not get anxious about them, however some that get anxious have good study skills and some do not therefore having an effect on the overall performance during the examination process. 
In this form of assessing a child there is no focus on the child age related norms and it focuses simply on the abilities of the individual child rather than comparing to figures that are deemed as the appropriate level of learning at a specific age.  The adult role is intensified in this case as they must have a “higher level of focus on a child’s learning journey” (Nixon, 2017). Therefore, they are essentially more engaged in a child’s learning as they are using reflective practise in order to document for family to know how the child is developing their learning. By doing it this way play and assessment can integrate fully together without having to focus on entirely on either element. 
Both Te Whariki and the Foundation Phase expect the adults to assess the children routinely during their learning however there is official standardised testing at the end of the Foundation Phase for year two pupils. Within the Te Whariki curriculum the child is at its centre and therefore can focus on the individual themselves rather than focus on the ideologies of what they should be achieving in other countries. Bentley, 1998 disagrees with the current assessment used in Britain and supports the Te Whariki assessment method.
“Rather than a single isolated performance, the most reliable evidence of achievement comes from accurate information about the stages of development a learner has gone through”
(Bentley,1998)

By assessing the progress, a child goes through to reach a desired outcome or stage gives a far better judgement on their ability rather than a snapshot during an examination. There are several desired outcomes to be achieved by the end of the Foundation Phase up to outcome 6 these are used to track a child’s progress whilst still incorporating the Frameworks for the Foundation Phase (Welsh Assembly Government,2011). Using the progression of outcomes could build up documentary evidence of the child’s development and achievements as done in New Zealand with the learning stories, only difference being that Te Whariki takes a narrative when producing the stories. 
There are several benefits to the production of learning stories as an assessment form, which include the way they are conducted in a natural situation rather than a fixed atmosphere around the child. They give the adults the opportunity to begin on a child’s strengths whilst figuring out any of their difficulties. There is a strong focus on what matters to the child instead of the focus and expectations of others. A child’s relationship and social interaction with others are involved and observed, rather than a specific context of learning or as a set of particular skills, and in doing so observes the people involved within the context. (Pound,2005). 
Another benefit to consider when evaluating methods of assessments, include being able to test one’s memory on previously gained knowledge. Also, its believed that the more a person is exposed to a certain learning aspect the more they become to be familiar and remember it to utilise within a test therefore again having a positive effect on a persons memory, (Meyer, 2011).
The outdoors and its influence on a child’s learning development.
	The outdoors has a vital role in the way children learn. Bruce (2005), believes that the best learning is achieved by young children outdoors this is supported by Welsh Assembly Government (2008) saying how it is crucial that a child has the experience of both the indoor and outdoor environments.  Within the current Foundation Phase Frameworks (2015) the outdoors is seen as a key element and should be used as an extension from the classroom, it emphasises on using the outdoors as a greater learning environment. The Institute for Outdoor Learning (2018) also believes that the outdoors can have powerful and memorable learning if the experiences are purposeful.
 Firstly, allowing children to experience outdoors gives them the opportunity to have more freedom and movement, this enables their physical development to thrive. Childhood obesity is a risk posed to children due to the ever-developing digital world. By giving the children an opportunity to be outdoors they can use body parts they wouldn’t use when using an iPad or console. In an outdoor environment a child’s gross motor skill are enabled to develop fully, running jumping and larger movements in general are all beneficial to the child’s muscles which build whilst playing on a larger scale. Indoors a child would not be able to run around and climb over tables due to the potential risks involved. Outdoors they can partake in risky play as they are able to climb and enables challenges for the children to give themselves, in turn they will be teaching themselves how to stay safe (Pound, 2009). Some schools have adopted the daily mile to combat childhood overweight figures, encouraging their pupils to be active and walk or jog each day. 
	Within the natural world there are an endless supply of resources readily available, this enables a practitioner to spend more time with the children and assisting them rather than planning and making resources to use. Many theorists believe natural resources have a positive impact on a child’s learning. Piaget cited in Pound (2005) believed that children need to have a chance to experiment actively with natural materials. Pound (2005) also writes how Froebel believed that the garden was the best place to develop a child’s learning. They are multi-sensory resources which has endless benefits to children with some additional needs. Meggitt, et.al believes that using natural items enables the exploration of materials and properties, including experimenting with textures. By using natural resources found in their surrounding environment It would stimulate all the child’s senses at the same time creating a holistic development. This is beneficial to a child’s development as it appeals to all the senses; they can experience the feel, smell and sound of objects by having a first-hand experience of it. Whilst the children are outdoors and experiencing the natural world around them it’s a great way to teach them about sustainability the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) by the Welsh Government 2008 encourages this. Children are able to be taught life skills such as growing vegetables, how to conserve water, create water filtration systems, learn how to respect the environment around us just by having a willing practitioner to encourage the behaviour which enables the environment to be protected for future use. 
	Another positive aspect I believe that the outdoors enables is promoting good health and wellbeing. Many mental health researchers have established that time outdoors is essential to maintaining healthy mind and wellbeing. Pound (2009) supports this and believes that it enhances brain development and the central nervous system. It has been said that appreciating the fresh air and natural landscapes contributes positively to mental health (Pound, 2009). 
	An issue when using the outdoors is that health and safety plays a critical role in safeguarding children, many see potential risks with children having continuous access to the outdoors. Looking back at the weather many will use the excuse of it being too wet and posing a potential slip hazard for the children while partaking in an outdoor activity.  My main belief is that the outdoors has a variety of benefits to children as long as they are given the opportunities to experience them. My personal setting has purchased wellies and wet weather gear for each classroom in the foundation Phase, this enables us to utilise the outdoors regardless of the weather. Many settings don’t have the finances to purchase weather protection for the children so therefore don’t utilise the outdoor space routinely. Some practitioners will use this as a barrier for using the outdoors effectively. Parents at home are also less likely to allow children out to play when it is cold and wet, so this enables them to have new experiences. Having the opportunity to experience the outdoors in a range of climates enables the children to partake in experiential play. They can see for themselves what happens to for example different materials when they become wet, how leaves fall when it is windy, they can also feel how things feel when covered in water. Their language development has countless benefits when experiences something new, as their vocabulary is extended. 
A child’s letter formation can be developed extensively outdoors, the use of twigs or leaves to create letters or paint brushes in puddles to paint letter on walls and ground surrounding them, or even simple chalk where the basis of pencil holding is practiced. The Welsh Assembly Government (2008) believes that mark making outdoors will encourage a child’s motor skills from a young age to be able to attempt letters and words as their language and communication skills develop further. As I mentioned in the change of weather, the outdoor environment is constantly changing which offers a variety of resources to transform into anything you want (Pound, 2009). The different seasons give the children the ability to witness the changes plants go through, and in turn provide a different range of useable resources. 
	Overall, I believe that there the outdoors plays an important part in supporting the children’s learning process and is essential to their holistic development and am thrilled that such an emphasis has been given to the outdoors within the curriculum. 
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