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Section 1
The purpose of this essay is to analyse the implementation of play-based learning in the early years curricula and critically evaluate the methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula. 
There are two conflicting opinions on the value of play. Many early years practitioners consider play to be the greatest way for children to build the foundations for later school as well life success. Whereas, on the other hand, many practitioners and politicians would disagree and say play is a waste of time. As a practitioner it is important to understand the true value of play and to advocate children’s right to play as cited in the UNCRC (1989) as well as supporting their right to an education. 
Play is deemed a necessary factor to early years development and education. It is believed to be crucial for how young children learn. This reflected as it is supported in curriculum guidance across the UK (e.g. Department for Education and Skills 2007; Welsh Assembly Government 2008a etc.). It is suggested that early years practitioners should engage in a pedagogy that facilitates play and learning from the earliest possible stage in a child’s life. 
“In play, children gradually develop concepts of causal relationships, the power to discriminate, to make judgements, to analyse and synthesize, to imagine and formulate”                     
                                                  (The Plowden Report (CACE, 1967 (p.193).
Ostrem et al. (2009) research highlights how sensitive the brain is to learning language, numeracy, social skills and emotional control all before the age of four. This should highlight why education matters greatly in the early year’s foundation stage. Play has been proven to be a fundamental factor in children’s learning. However, children do not play without the practice being ‘triggered’ by the people around them. While they are biologically susceptible to play, play will always be unique for each individual child, depending on the way the child is initiated into it. (Rogoff et al., 1998)
The child’s right to play is documented in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child – UNCRC (1989), It indicates that play is an extremely important part of children’s lives, contributing to their learning, and holistic development. Within the present climate of concerns about obesity, outdoor play has recently received more policy attention across government departments (see DCMS, 2006; DCSF,2008). The Children’s Play Council have previously found that children’s play needs should be recognised and acknowledged that ‘children are legitimate users of the whole environment indoors and outdoors.’ (2002: 1).
Practitioners must recognise that play is not some form of break from the curriculum; it is an opportunity for children to develop their physical and cognitive abilities (Moyles, 2010) and is an authentic means of implementing the school curriculum (Action Alliance for Children, 2007; Moyles, 2010).The government have since recognised the importance of play-based learning and have taken on board the recommendations of the Donaldson Report (2015) and after a vast discussion exercise by various stakeholders (700 people, 300 of which were children themselves) have come up with a curriculum strategy which will be implemented, in Wales from 2022 onwards with nursery children and those up to 7 starting the process.  Upon his research, Donaldson (2015) reported that, 
“Children and young people want lessons to be more relevant and engaging, with more practical lessons, more fun, more interactivity, and more out-of-classroom activities. There is a sense that a more general enthusiasm for learning has been sacrificed in the race for qualifications”.
Even though Donaldson didn’t mention play based learning specifically, by drastically reducing the regimental method of traditional learning in order to provide greater flexibility and consequentially more scope for children to engage in play activities, he will have released teachers from the straitjacket they currently operate under in the key stages.  This signifies why, activities within classrooms and in the outdoor environment must be planned to ensure equality of access for all, irrespective of their background or ability (Donaldson, 2015 and UNCRC, 1989) and they should be designed to engage learners in purposeful play, which is both children initiated, and adult led. The balance between these two types of play is of extreme importance. 
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) documentation (Department for Education [DfE], 2014) highlights the values and importance of play, it is the drive behind recent developments regarding Early Years education. The notion of a child- centred pedagogy is the foundations of the salutation that every individual child is unique and is entitled to have their needs met through the careful design of activities which allow them to develop at their own pace, in their own way (with reasonable limitations). A small amount of current ongoing research indicates that controlling the cues children use to characterize play, to create playful and formal practice conditions, impacts on children’s performance, behaviour and learning (Thomas et al. 2006; Radcliffe 2007; McInnes et al. 2009).Therefore, the role of the adult is to allow the child to play and ask for help/support when they are ready. As a result, learners become competent, self-confident and self-reliant people (Donaldson, 2015).
 It is a very difficult task to give ‘play’ a solitary definition (Lillemyr, 2009). The Early Years Outcomes Framework (2015a) describes play-based learning as learning where children can organise and make sense of their social worlds, engaging actively with the people, objects and representations around them. It is something that can be done individually, on their own initiative or as part of a group. Nowadays, play serves myriad critical purposes. It is a means by which children can progress holistically, developing their physical, intellectual, emotional and social skills.  Much has been written about the definitions, the role and the characteristics of play. For example, Moyles (1989) states that “Play is undoubtedly a means by which humans explore a variety of experiences in different situations for diverse purposes.”  The most important point about play is that it is actively part taken in a natural environment; this active quest of knowledge was stressed by Piaget, who emphasised a child’s capability to paradigm their own knowledge as individuals (Moore, 2000) through exploring their surrounding environment (Phillips and Soltis, 1998) in order to make sense of it (Wyse, 2004). However, Piaget’s research expresses the concept that children develop in distinctive stages – sensorimotor (birth to 2 years), preoperational (2 to 6 years), concrete operational (7 to adolescence) and formal operational (adolescence to adulthood). Additionally, He states that play-based learning is vital in early years as play becomes dense as learners mature (for example: practice play, symbolic and fantasy play [Krause et al., 2003]). 
Bruce (1987) has introduced ten common principles of learning to support the early years curriculum which should be used by practitioners as a guide when planning and observing children’s activities. Activities which are well planned and well-resourced allows movement in all aspects of a child’s development, something we have previously touched upon. This being why play is so beneficial for children’s development. It is because it allows children to learn in innovative ways. Similarly, the notion that play-based learning empowers children to increase their skills is put forward by Hughes (2006), who contends that there is a big total (up to 16) of diverse play types (endorsed by Ginsberg, 2007; Singer et al., 2006; Bateson, 2005). Scholars such as Manning-Morton and Thorp (2003) and Burghardt (2005) stress the multipurpose nature of play in that children are able to use play as a means for learning through practising skills for the future, tackling and solving problems, as well as a means through which they develop their methods of communicating with those around them.
Sellers (2013) states that the New Zealand early childhood education curriculum is play-based. For children in New Zealand, school readiness is more about learning resilience and risk taking, than it is about literacy or numeracy milestones unlike the UK. New Zealand early years practitioner’s use narratives – learning stories — rather than testing or formal assessments in order to evaluate the progress of each child. Careful observations are combined with what is called reflective practice, to build a picture of a child. In this way assessment and play can be incorporated and achieved simultaneously. (Ministry of Education, 1996)

Similarly, Sweden occupies a high status of recognition in regard to early years education and care as it was one of the leading countries to sign up to the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child in Europe and its implementation. Although compulsory education in Sweden does not begin until 7 years of age, it has an exceptional and well- resected early years system - free to most based on its “Curriculum for pre-school”. Play is a important aspect of the curriculum and is regarded as being the base of development, learning and wellbeing. (Scandinavian Library Quarterly website, 2011) 
On the other hand, in countries such as Italy, France, Poland and Spain there has been an increasing tendency to decrease play time in children’s lives, both in school and at home, with the aim of increasing time for ‘learning’. In these countries, learning and play are seen as separate concepts and there is a larger focus on pre-school settings focusing on learning through work more than play.  (Eurydice, 2020)
However, play- based learning is supported through theoretical research, which has found that play based learning to be as beneficial for children in the early years programme. For example, Bruce (2012) highlights how Froebel introduced the motion that children’s play is important for their development and learning. He put play-based learning on the western European map and gave it the well-known recognised status it has today. Thus, it is for this reason that play was made the centre point of early childhood education. More so, he believes that play is a resource that continues deep inside the maturing person to be used in later life. For example, preparing and cooking a meal. 
Bruce (2010b) writes how, Froebel believed that play allowed children to meet a superior level of spiritual awareness. In summary, play aids children to know themselves and to relate to their surrounding environments. 
On the other hand, you had early years theorists such as Maria Montessori. Montessori Schools Association. (2008) acknowledge how Maria did not allow play to have a central place within her curriculum or settings. She believed children would prefer engaging in “real” matters rather than pretend; she believed that this prematurely prepared the children in readiness for adult life. For example, cooking., Montessorians today use the same guidelines and children can even attend a Montessorian setting. 
To conclude, Play is fundamental to the development of children in their early years. It provides a manifesto through which children can learn about themselves and the world around them through interacting with it. Play allows children to have a sense of enjoyment while they are learning, and to engage with all that is around them. Play has been recognised as a central factor within the education system which allows children to bloom through interaction with and learning from those around them.
Section 2
The British Educational Research Association (2003) highlight that in the early years, the role of assessment may differ from later life assessment (in school). During the early years, assessment is achieved through three different elements.  Firstly, an informal assessment completed by practitioners, which arises spontaneously and is often not documented. Secondly, the ‘diagnostic’ assessments of educationalists, psychologists and psychiatrists. These were established for research in order to help identify the development and education of the children; to help teachers teach, somewhat for evaluation purposes and partly to assist in practice. Lastly, children encounter physical assessments by doctors, paediatricians, health visitors and educators, mostly expected to detect any potential learning difficulties so that they can be remedied at the earliest stage possible. 
[bookmark: _Hlk36804504]Meggitt, Stevens and Bruce (2000) acknowledge the fact that all children are unique. Through observation and assessment, a child’s interests and abilities can be established, making learning experiences so much easier to plan and implement. The Curriculum needs to be flexible in order to support the diverse learning styles in accordance to each child’s individual profile. Teachers could consider the art of reflection in order to enlighten their steps going forward. Leeson (2007) believes that Reflective Practice will encourage practitioners to ‘feel’, it’s an method which breaks the walls surrounding observation as it challenges knowledge and practice which leads to practitioners entering an area of better understanding, especially regarding the notion of an individual child. Reflective practice could allow practitioners the insight to the best practice moving forward.

On an educational note, The Foundation Phase (2015) is a Welsh Government leading policy of early years education for children between the ages of three to seven in Wales; it seems to mark a radical departure from the more assessment-driven, competency-based approach of the KS1 National Curriculum, being more experimental with play being the central approach to both teaching and learning. The Foundation Phase involves greater reliance on hands on learning and play. It also provides the resources for schools to reduce the adult: child ratios in classes, 1:8 in Reception classes and 1:15 in Years 1 and 2 classes. Observation and assessment are a fundamental part of the learning process, with practitioners working with children to help identify their strengths, areas for development and their next steps in learning. When designing assessment arrangements as part of a school curriculum, Practitioners must remember that the objective of assessment is to sustain the progression of each individual learner in relation to the 3 to 16 continuums. However, when considering the matter of the adult: child ratio, how easy is assessment and observation for practitioners? Children are the heart of assessment and should be supported to become active participants in the learning process; a constant process which is indistinguishable from learning and teaching. An education across the extent of the curriculum should offer a wide range of assessment approaches, building a universal picture of the learner’s development. 

Communication between parents and practitioner is another vital factor to consider regarding assessment, they can confer whether the child’s development is at the expected stage (meeting targets/ requirements), whether the resources are appropriate for the child and in order for practitioners to put emphasis on what to providing the best possible practice in future so that the child is supported to develop new interests, learn new skills and attain new knowledge (Fitzhenry and Murphy, 2015).  As previously mentioned, the child is the central point of observation and assessment. The role of the adult is to Observe what the children decide to do in certain moments of learning, what their interests are, who they enjoy socialising with and what resources they enjoy playing with. This offers practitioners reliable evidence about that individual child (Welsh Government, 2017a). Observations gives practitioners a chance to determine children’s needs, so they can plan more precisely the next steps in their learning.  Bonetti and Brown (2018) states that Observations take place consistently as part of the children’s daily routines, for example, reading abilities, speech and language, to name a few.

It is important to note, that there are two key types of Assessment in the early years. Ongoing assessment is an assessment which practitioners complete or observe daily so that they can make decisions about what the child has learned or can already do. This will aid the child to move on in their learning – this is sometimes known as ‘formative’ assessment as it informs practitioners the next steps that are needed in order to plan future activities. (DAUGHERTY, 1995)
HARLEN, MALCOLM  and  BYRNE (1995) says that  another type of assessment is ‘summative’ assessment. Mentioned twice within the revised Early Years foundation Stage (2015). Firstly, when a child is between 24 and 36 months, the outcomes of this are documented and parents and practitioners use the provided information to recognise the child’s strengths/ weaknesses and identify their learning needs. Secondly, assessment when children are in the final term of the reception class (The EYFS). Summing up all the diverse information from on-going assessments that have been made about the child. This information is added to a record of children’s achievement which is related to the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP) – showing the heights different children have attained in the seven areas of learning and development in the Revised Early Years Foundation Stage curriculum(Department for Education, 2014). This particular type of assessment supports the notion of how children are unique in the way they learn and develop.  
In Wales, Estyn (2018) have acknowledged that their highly effective assessment for learning has been widely interpreted by educators and practitioners in the early years as an essential necessity in raising benchmarks for learners. They believe that it has helped in making learning more noticeable and helps learners to comprehend what good quality education and learning looks like and how they can build their own work to reach that level.  Furthermore, John Hattie’s seminal work on educational effectiveness, Visible Learning for Teachers (2011), shows the ranking of feedback strategies and that a 10th out of 150 factors bring about substantial advancements in learner outcomes.  Others support this and contend that, if teachers use formative assessments as part of their teaching, pupils can learn at roughly double the amount. 
“Assessment plays an important part in helping parents, carers and practitioners to recognise children’s progress, understand their needs, and to plan activities and support.”
							Welsh Government (2017)

Carr (1998) says that Te Whariki – the curriculum in New Zealand- identifies three age groups (infants, toddlers and the young child) but is coherent with the notion of a curriculum where each child as being more like a weaving rather than a flight of stairs, they do not see the three age groups as self-enclosed stages. They suggest that learning and growing during the early childhood years should be seen as part of a continuum, linked to age but also acknowledging that progress will vary for every unique individual child in volatile ways. The direction and speed of development will fluctuate for each child daily depending on where they are, who they are with, and what the children perceive as the agenda. Te Whariki underlines that the curriculum for the early childhood years must also allow children to embrace the truths of daily realities such as: rapid change, leaps and regressions, uneven development, and individual differences. (Podmore, May and Mara., 1998). New Zealand’s national early childhood curriculum is firmly supported in the social and cultural milieu of Vygotsky 1978; Bruner and Haste 1987 and discovering the relationships between this and philosophies of 'development' became part of the voyage towards the theoretical framework of Te Whariki.
On Similar grounds and supporting this, Rinaldi and NetLibrary (2005) research found that Reggio Emilia believed Children should be regarded as capable, inquisitive, full of knowledge, able, and interested in connecting to the world around them. Practitioners are hugely mindful of children’s capabilities and build all their work and environment to respond appropriately to that individual child. Furthermore, observations and assessment - which are completed somewhat informally - are completed successfully through the forms of photography, video, conversation transcripts and/or visual mediums like paint, wire, clay or drawing materials. Teachers use this evidence and work with the child in order to recognise strengths, ideas, and next steps to support learning, allowing the child the opportunity to see where they can improve and how for their own eyes.
On the other hand, Piaget ‘s (1973) theory of cognitive development places the emphasis on the child developing naturally through schemas in the brain and interaction with the environment. He argues that development takes places in stages and that you progress from one stage to the next. He believes the teacher’s role is as a guide and not that of a director; his school of thought is universal and does not rely on different social and cultural backgrounds. One could say that in the new Welsh curriculum (2022) it could be argued that it takes account of Piaget’s stage development by the introduction of the progression stages at ages 5,8,11,14 and 16.
In Wales, the new curriculum (2022) is scheduled to be introduced in 2022. It is designed with four purposes at its heart, to embrace children from the ages of three to sixteen through the six identified areas of learning. The whole voyage is regarded as a continuum thus, assessment is a critical factor. Donaldson (2015) reported that the chief difference between the new and old is that each individual child is regarded as unique; acknowledging that their development will progress at a different paces in comparison to their peers and therefore guidance is tailored to each child’s individual needs and not in a competitive arena. So, it is essential assessment processes involved in the new curriculum are centered on the individual through observation, formative and summative to a lesser degree to cultivate the child into a well-rounded citizen of the world that the new curriculum seeks to accomplish  There is very little doubt that the introduction of the new curriculum and assessment procedures in Wales in 2022 will have an enormous effect on schools, teachers and support staff as well as administrators. Donaldson (2015) believes that the impact will be felt in practitioners’ workloads and the additional finance to successfully implement the new curriculum. Although pilot schools have been busy preparing to develop the curriculum and decide, they are limited in opportunity and don’t reflect the diversity of schools or the available expertise at individual schools. Therefore, intensive training is required to affect the proposals which will impact on the necessary finance to fund such training. It is not clearly established how to assess children at the proposed progression points at ages, 5,8,11,14 and 16. Schools with the readily available teaching expertise in the new areas of learning and their children will be at a greater advantage than those without the attributes. Although the Welsh Government (2017) has promised to provide an extra £40 million to support the new curriculum it remains to be seen whether this will be enough. Even though the new curriculum has not yet come into effect; therefore, it is difficult to compare existing method s of assessment with 2022 and beyond. However, the hope is that it will be paramount.




Section 3 : What Considerations are needed when implementing a play-based curriculum
The Children right to play is part of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989). Play is imperative to all children, regardless of age, sex, race, disability, impairments or behaviour. Play is a highly creative process, allowing children to use both their body and mind. Play underpins a child’s holistic development. Outdoor play is just as beneficial...
Johnston and Nahmad-Williams (2014, p.273) have described outdoor play as “a carefully planned outdoor environment that covers the six areas of learning”. The six areas of learning include physical development, creative development, social, personal, and emotional development, understanding of the world, literacy, language, and communication and lastly reasoning, problem solving, and numeracy (DCSF, 2008).
Most children thoroughly enjoy their time outside. To them, weather or other factors such as the conditions of the ground, what resources are available or even where they are playing are not seen as the barriers they are to adults. It is evident that children favour playing in treacherous and challenging settings; the big slide, that tall tree…  To illustrate, Stephenson (2003) and Sandseter (2007), have studied outdoor play in early years settings in both  Norway and New Zealand and their research exposed the notion  that children chose risky places for their outdoor play over a safe, planned environment. These places inspired children to engage in exploring the unknown and so overcome their fears. If practitioners were to consider these key findings, as an alternative of forming a safe outdoor environment for children, it may be more successful to create a considerably challenging natural environment in which children are able to uncover all their potential. Learning new things that could be incorporated into their learning indoors also, it is all linked.
One of the first advocates of outdoor play in an early years setting was Fredrich Froebel. Froebel instigated the notion that outdoor play supports the development of children’s imagination which is essential for profitable learning experiences and healthy development. Froebel opened a kindergarten in Germany to incorporate the outdoor play provision; A substantial amount of focus in this establishment was put on imaginative play and play with natural items. (Riddall-Leech, 2002; Knight, 2009). Scandinavian countries such as Denmark and Sweden, extensively assimilate the outdoor play provision which draws on Froebel philosophy (Knight, 2009). An array of Forest Schools opened and in those particular schools, the stress is put on open, free outdoor activities, in order to aid in the development of social skills and creativity in children, as well as their emotional well-being (Knight, 2009). The difference between a Forest School in those Scandinavian countries and a Forest Schools in the UK is that early years practitioners here allow children to play outdoors only in warm weather. Practitioners often see a little bit of rain as a risk, a barrier if you will towards play. That is why in the UK early years practitioners more often or not prefer regulated play; meaning that learning through play in these early years setting is far more reserved than learning through play in Scandinavian Forest Schools (Knight, 2009). Tovey (2010) says that children in our country are constrained by a society of risk aversion, risk anxiety, limitations on freedom to play outdoors, whereas, in Scandinavian countries, children enjoy more freedom in the outdoors.

“In addition to just being fun, play in all its forms is a powerful scaffold for children’s learning: it enables metacognition (learning about how to understand one’s own learning and play). It allows children to … rehearse, practice, revise, replay and re-learn … It frees them from worrying about doing things wrong and gives them confidence to try out alternatives. Children learn to establish their own identity and their place in the order of things through play, particularly socio-dramatic … play enables children to learn what learning is – and should always be – enjoyable, personally profitable and challenging. This is the vital feature if we are to have happy and well-balanced, flexible learners and citizens of the future”
Moyles  (2009)

For Children in Wales, Welsh Government policy makers and early years practitioners have begun to reassess their viewpoints on outdoor play provision and have steadily shifted towards the concept that the environment does benefit children, there are still some concerns with some practitioners who believe play can obstructs their learning and overall development. Therefore, frequent opportunity for persistent periods of play in a rich and stimulating, natural environment is important as it offers children, a broad variety of benefits. With that in mind, The EYFS Framework (2015) which covers children from birth tot the ages of seven years old (end of reception in a school year) placed a strong emphasis on the importance and value on regular outdoor experiences for children’s learning and development.
The accomplishments of outdoor play have been noticed, through inspections. Estyn (2016) have found that play in an outdoor environment in schools across Wales has been shown, with schools participating in it more and more as years and policy changes pass.  As a result, they have noted how learners have come to be more confident and independent learners, happy to endure with different tasks and confident to try different approaches if they fail the first time. For adults, it is important that they understand the innate possibilities outdoor play – play in general - has for children. More so, it will enable all adults to uphold children’s right to play and the later known benefits to society of play-based learning.
It doesn’t end there, the new Curriculum (2022) for Wales indicates that there will be an exciting prospect to insert Outdoor Learning and environmental responsibility at the heart of education in Wales, suitable for children from ages three to sixteen.
Thereby, the new Wales curriculum in which teachers and practitioners are released from the curriculum straitjacket and can now operate under a higher sense of flexibility and scope in order to develop the importance of play in the evolving development of the child’s cognitive, motor, linguistic and numeracy attributes.
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