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Early Years Curricula
This piece will focus on the implementation of the play-based early years curricular, in Wales, the Foundation Phase. How it was implemented alongside the barriers and challenges surrounding its success in recent years, keeping a focus upon the understanding of play.
The Foundation Phase is the curriculum used to educate children aged 3 to 7, through play. It came into practice in September 2010 and was revised in 2015 (Welsh Government., 2018). The aim of the curriculum is to encourage children to be more creative, spark imagination and to provide children with practical, challenging opportunities to explore the world and solve problems, (Welsh Government., 2018). 
An independent stocktake of the foundation phase was carried out by the Welsh Government, between September 2013 and March 2014, its aim was to gain assess the implementation of the foundation phase and view what difference it was making to the quality of education. There were a mixture of findings, suggesting, not all settings were managing well with its implementation, but there was general evidence of slightly improved standards in maths, literacy and science by the children accessing the foundation phase. This is positive as before the foundation phase Wales was scoring lower than the average performance score in the programme for international assessment (Wightwick, A. 2019) and (OECD., 2017).
[bookmark: _Hlk125296381]Moving on, play based learning is vital within the early years, a child’s outlook on a task can be definitive of what they discover and their emotional wellbeing. Both Piaget and Dewey both agreed that a child best gains understanding through first hand, real experiences rather than a ‘pen to paper’ tasks or discussion with no physical opportunities (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019). 
Play can be defined and interpreted in different ways. According to Oxford (2022), play is anything complete for enjoyment and recreational purpose, rather than something practical or serious. This would be opposed by the Welsh Government (2018) who state that play is vital to development and provides children the best opportunities to learn, making it practical. 
Howard and McInnes (2012) state that children that view an activity as ‘play’, rather than ‘not play’ have increased emotional wellbeing, which highlights its importance. However, they state that in order for children to get the most of’ their early education their practitioners are key and should get down to the same level as children to maximise their creative potential. However, they recognise that in order to do this, practitioners need training and education regarding how children perceive play. Recommendation 7 of the independent stocktake was that more training and guidance was needed to support practitioners to guide play and use their abilities and areas effectively.  Alongside this, recommendation 8 was to teach about play pedagogy within all new teacher training programmes as it was reported in the document that even those newly qualified were unsure, which is a barrier of successful implementation (Welsh Government., 2018).
The Foundation Phase approach is similar to the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zealand, which focuses upon holistic development of a child and ensures to best nurture a child and support their wellbeing through play and recognises the importance of active exploration (Lee, W. et al., 2013). Both Piaget, Montessori and Dewey (Aubrey, K and Riley, A., 2018.) agreed that a child will thrive best through first hand experiences, such as role play or outdoor discovery such as forest schools. Both the Foundation Phase and Te Whariki share the same values and thoughts towards the curriculum. 
Te whariki heavily focuses on the environment and practitioners involved, requiring them to be enabling adults, meaning they constantly create open ended, adaptable experiences to children on the go, the foundation phase in making an attempt at this too. A challenge that can be faced by allowing children to play freely is that it can sometimes result in a ‘chaotic’ setting with little order and control, this is according to Dewey, cited by (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019).
Similar to these it is likely that the welsh government took inspiration from the highly thought of Italian early years curriculum, Reggio Emilia. Reggio Emilia explains that the environment around a child acts as a ‘3rd teacher’ and exploration and play promotes a love for learning and increases engagement. A barrier to using the environment as a ‘3rd teacher’ is that the foundation phase framework does not have clear guidelines on how best to ‘direct’ the environment (Welsh Government., 2018).
Piaget stated that play is essential and different types of play will be seen at different aspects of a child’s life (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019). Therefore, what it may look like in reception could be totally different to what it may look like in year 2, meaning staff must be adaptable.
Donaldson reported that teachers feel they need more power over the decision making within the classroom as when using the foundation phase, they are not always able to centre it to the needs of children within their group as the foundation phase did not acknowledge inequalities, nor provide options for children not reaching the expected stages alongside their peers. Suggesting teachers and leaders were struggling with the lack of guidance and specific support (Donaldson, G., 2015).
Alongside this is a budget problem (Welsh Government., 2015). In order for settings to best support play pedagogy, there needs to be more support and practical help available for settings to use. The stocktake mentions that an enabling and engaging environment, in line with the framework is difficult to implement on a budget. (Welsh Government., 2018). It is unclear according to the foundation phase evaluation, whether schools got any additional funding to implement the foundation phase. (Welsh Government., 2015).
According to Aubrey, K and Riley, A (2018) Dewey said that children must have their curiosity satisfied in order to learn new skills, this is considered within the foundation phase as it promotes practitioners using sustained shared thinking throughout play sessions. This is when children are faced with a problem and the practitioner/s provide different ideas on how it can be solved. (Twinkl., 2022).
An issue that arises from play pedagogy, sustained shared thinking and providing an enabling environment could be the lack of staff understanding and awareness. The foundation phase framework itself points out that the number of activities that are adult directed and the number of activities that should be child initiated need to be equal. However, the specific guidance provided, is vague, which will result in inconsistencies and misinterpretations across settings. Practitioners need more direction to on exactly what the expectation is within their role, and how to provide the best support. (Eleni Loizou., 2017)
The stocktake mentions that for this to be successful, it would be ideal for a qualified teacher to lead all classes in a maintained setting, however, again, on a budget, this will not always be a possibility (Welsh Government., 2015) and (Welsh Government., 2018). 
When providing sustained shared thinking opportunities, the quality of teaching and the knowledge shared could be brief, inaccurate or incorrect, as if a child is initiating a conversation or task, the practitioner may not always be equipped to deal with it. According to Vygotsky, (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019) when someone provides another individual with information, they are acting as the more knowledgeable other. This means they have greater ability or better understanding of a topic in question.  A practitioner may not always have the answers or education themselves, so could mislead a child, or accidentally share incorrect information. This is where having a qualified teacher present at all times would help and prevent misinterpretation from less educated staff. The stocktake mentions that inconsistency can come from not all staff receiving professional learning and classes being left to ‘guide themselves’. 
However, this is not always a result of the foundation phase framework but of practitioners themselves not being open to change. The stocktake states that it may be an issue of practitioners refusing to ‘sign up, accept and implement’ these changes that are brought into place, within its ‘background and philosophy’ section. Therefore, in order for best success, commitment and change from all early years staff is necessary, and the WJE article (Kingston, D., Siraj, l., 2017) agrees that some staff lack in confidence, which will lower the quality of delivery of the foundation phase. 
The foundation phase was recognised by Graham Donaldson as one of the ‘best’ things about education in Wales. despite having places to improve, he does explain but basis is excellent, which can be strengthened to build a new curriculum, which is currently beginning its roll out across Wales (Macdonald, N., 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk124695848]The successful futures documents, which was a result on Donaldsons report (Donaldson, G., 2015) mentions a few of the barriers and challenges that the foundation phase presented settings. For example, the children involved in his study, felt that the curriculum was already outdated, especially in regard to digital literacy, alongside feeling that their needs were not always the centre of the play-based curriculum, like it had aimed to be. Which as we know from the Howard and McInnes article, if children view an activity as work or a task, they are less likely to have good wellbeing and participation. (Howard, J, McInnes, K., 2012).
Another future improvement could be the involvement of parents as it was reported by Donaldson that parents need to have more engagement in their child’s learning to best support the child within their education, something the foundation phase didn’t push (Donaldson, G., 2015).
It is evident that the Donaldson report was acknowledged and the stocktake, evaluation and views of those involved were considered as the new curriculum aims to improve on the foundation phase in the future. A way in which they are doing this is by putting it in place for all school children, not having separate curriculums for different age groups, and involving progression steps for children to move up, when they are ready, rather than when their age states they should be ready, making it less regimented than the foundation phase currently is (Welsh Government., 2021). 
Part 2 - The unique child and methods of assessment used within the Foundation Phase
The next section of this assignment is focussed upon on the unique child, what this means, the effect it has within a setting, alongside the different assessment techniques used within settings on the foundation phase curriculum, what they mean and how they account for the unique child. Assessments in discussion are Incerts and learning stories.
An important consideration within early years settings today is that of the unique child. The unique child is the term used to describe all children and explain that every child is an individual and is different. Within early years this means that every child learns at their own pace and in different ways (Robinson, K., 2010). The Foundation Phase framework says that every child will develop at their unique rate and all children need to be given opportunities to learn and practice new skills in order to develop (Welsh Government., 2018). According to Donkur, E. (2013) no two children are the same, each have different needs, will make different choices, and will experience different things from the moment they are born. 
Te whariki supports the unique child by promoting each child to love and share their identity. The main principles behind the New Zealand curriculum are those of wellbeing, belonging, communication and contribution. Therefore, children are encouraged to be themselves, (unique), be open, honest and not discriminative. (Te Whariki Online., No Date)
Reggio Emilia bases its whole curriculum and approach to learning around the unique child, their curriculum places the child at the centre of the learning, and their needs paramount to everything else (Reggio Emilia Approach., 2022). Viewing children as individuals rather than empty vessels awaiting knowledge, similarly to Montessori and Piaget. This view is contradictory to what Locke thought, he believed children to enter the world with no beliefs or abilities, they are a blank state until they are given information (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019).
Within education settings this means that educators need to ensure a child centred, holistic approach to care and education of children in their setting, to ensure children’s different needs are met, and they feel listened to and understood (Leicestershire County Council., no date). All children need to be treated equally and with respect, their uniqueness must be appreciated, and children must be protected against prejudice and discrimination, as all children have the right to an education UNCRC (No Date).
Within the foundation phase it can be seen that it had planned to meet the needs of individual children and support them all effectively, according to the article from Kingston, D., Siraj, l. (2017). However, it is evident that this was not always successful due to staff not receiving professional learning, so not having the understanding, the lack of staff in classrooms that needed high support due to increased needs (Donaldson, G., 2015) and (Welsh Government., 2018).
When assessing children using the foundation phase within settings, there are many different methods, to monitor their progress and mark off achievements.
The first of which to be discussed is a software called INCERTs. Incerts is an online observation, summative assessment tool that practitioners can use to measure the progress of a group of children within a setting to mark and monitor progress (Assessment Foundation, No Date).
Summative assessment is used to evaluate student learning and achievement, it is a type of assessment that provides an immediate result, through marking something as right or wrong, which prevents staff misinterpretation (Greenwich University., No Date).
According to Wales Online (2013) this summative assessment allows practitioners to easily spot progression and regression as it interprets data into graphs, as does it make children easy to compare. This could be argued as a negative as it takes success and individuality away from children in attempt to see ‘who is the same’.
Another barrier to Incerts is that it does not account for those children with additional needs or trauma issues and will mark them as delayed and behind meeting their expected milestones, as it does not account for the reasoning behind why a child can or cannot do certain things.
Summative assessments can often take away from the meaning behind learning, it is often deemed as ‘teaching to test’ and as soon as a child completes a skill, they are seen to have achieved it and it may never be considered again (Harlen, W., et al., 2002). All children being assessed by Incerts will be expected to complete certain tasks and learn certain skills by a specific time. This takes away from the unique child and does not account for their needs or preferences, resulting in children not getting the most out of their learning. 
Summative assessment is often complete in controlled conditions, or within the early years one to one with an adult. According to Tierney, R. D. (2013), children gain awareness upon their ability, from a young age. This will have an impact upon their social and mental wellbeing, and result in them potentially falling into a fixed mindset as they grow up. Summative assessments like Incerts will not usually take into account outside influences such as a child’s environment, whether that be their home life, the area they live, their parents attitudes towards work, what they are exposed to and the cultural values and beliefs that surround them. 
According to Dweck, 1991:57, how children see their own and others ability, plays a pivotal role in their motivation to progress and achieve, suggesting children should be considered to be mixed with all children, not separated on an ability basis, as children develop at different rates anyway, so separating them early, may hold them back from their potential, if it affects how they view themselves.
Bronfenbrenner (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019) believed that children’s microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem will have an effect on their development. Therefore, as no child will have the same influences within their life they will not develop at the same rate as another. They may reach some milestones at a similar rate, if these systems are mostly positive and supportive, but no child will have the same experiences, and summative assessments do not account for these, which takes away from the unique child approach.  
In contrast to summative assessment is formative assessment, this type of assessment aims to provide ongoing feedback, find target areas for children. This can be critiqued as it is down to personal interpretation from practitioners (Bennett, R.E., 2011).
Formative assessment is something that involves a practitioner, observing, photographing and writing about what they witness a child doing, focussing on the skills in use, providing ongoing feedback that can be used by practitioners, parents or the child themselves, constructively (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2019). That being so, children should have better self-esteem, and feel important as the assessment is positive and child centred, exactly what the foundation phase aims to be.
The formative assessment to be discussed, is one called ‘learning journeys/stories’. Learning Journeys use photographs, observation notes and descriptions of what a child was seen doing, how they were doing it and what they found out. This can then be connected back to the curriculum and used to plan future activities, specifically for each individual child, suggested by Lee, W. and Carr, M. (2012). For that reason, the unique child is supported, as activities are based around children’s needs and interests.
Carr, M. and Lee, W., (2012) claim that learning journeys help children construct their identity. Additionally, they explain that practitioners can use this method of assessment to recognise meaningful learning, ensure children have fun which is reflected in what they then report and photograph. Showing children enjoying natural learning experiences, sparking their curiosity. This in turn helps to promote child centred education.
Learning journeys provide detailed reports on what happened, which is a positive as it promotes holistic development, informative feedback, and encourage children to have a growth mindset by focussing on what they can do. Even so, this can be time consuming, and take practitioners time away from being with the children, as it is often a computer-based task to write up and create the journeys. This is a negative as it may cost more money to account for longer hours, take time away from the children and with a high volume of children result in practitioners feeling stressed. This will then result in little planning going back into activities and will make a setting less child centred.
Dylan William (Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., 2018) states that all formative assessments are a complex process but add in that issues can be dealt with if and when they arise, meaning children’s progress will be fast paced, as they are receiving lots of praise, support and involvement. However, we are aware that children sometimes act differently when they are being observed, which may mean that learning journeys are not a true reflection on a child’s ability.
According to Blaiklock, K. (2008), there is little evidence to suggest how effective learning journeys are to enhance and assess children’s learning. However, we are aware that children that are unable to be assessed on a summative basis, such as those with ALN, trauma needs or simply not being ready to do academic work, will still have a report and be seen to make visible progress using learning journeys.
Briefly, to conclude this section, it is clear that the unique child is a vital part of early years settings, and where possible this needs to be supported as per the foundation phase. It can be seen that the most appropriate way to do this is through formative assessments such as learning stories as they are thorough and positive ways to look at learning, the barriers like time and the child to staff ratio, do however, need to be addressed in order for them to be successful and efficient.
Part 3 - The need for an early years curriculum for those with additional needs -     Blog
As a practitioner working within an additional needs specialist teaching facility 
(ALN STF) at a primary school, some days it is clear that the children within the setting do not benefit from the mainstream curriculum. It would be ideal if there was guidance or another suitable alternative for teaching staff to follow, in order to best support, educate and guide children with ALN. 
There is a section of the Curriculum for Wales called ‘Routes for Learning’. A piece of guidance used for children in Wales with PMLD (Profound/Multiple learning disabilities) that attend one of the 14 special schools. It can be found here: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/routes-for-learning/#overview
It is not its own curriculum, but an enhanced framework, relevant to these children. It is a helpful tool in professional learning, used to show practitioners examples of what to look out for in these children, in order to see their progress (Welsh Government., 2020)a. It will encourage consistency throughout special schools, ensuring all children have positive learning experiences.
Within the Routes for Learning, is a roadmap containing milestones that each child can meet, at their own pace. Of course, it is not expected for each child to respond to all milestones in the same way, but there are video examples for ‘new to the setting’ practitioners to watch, providing practitioners with ideas of what progress looks like for these children. Exemplification videos can be found here; https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/routes-for-learning/#exemplification-videos. 
The guidance aims to provoke ideas within practitioners on what they can do with children attending the setting and how they can best support and assess their development, which looks totally different in all children, even more so in comparison to mainstream children. 
Another aim is to relieve frustration and allow children not to be overexposed to stimuli, causing sensory overload, but to allow them to slowly make progress at their own pace. If this guidance was not in place a practitioner may not realise that a child is ready to move along to the next step in the road map, as they do not recognise a response, of course it is noted that not all children will respond the same way to the same things (Welsh Government., 2020). Accordingly, this emphasises the unique child.
According to Aubrey, K. and Riley, A., (2019) Montessori was able to ‘tap in’ to the children that were deemed uneducable and were in asylums. She discovered that if you cater to their individual needs, understanding that they were all very different, you could adapt their environment and teach them in ways that you wouldn’t ordinarily teach ‘normal children’. They became educable, and some of them would even begin to read, write and complete numeracy work. Of course, we have come a long way since then, but it is a prime example of the unique child and where adapting a new curriculum is the best way to support these children, we just need to do it! 	This reflects the routes for learning.
However, It must be remembered that it is not its own curriculum, and is only used within the special schools. This still leaves all other ALN children, using the general Curriculum for Wales, and as much as it aims to cater to the needs of the individual child, it is not always suitable for children that are non-verbal, or that have very little understanding, as they may not be able to reach all of progression step 1 of the curriculum. If a school designs a suitable curriculum for their children, it is suggested by Conn, C. and Hutt, M., (2020), that in most cases it cannot be suitable for both mainstream and STF children, as they can differ hugely. 
Progression step 1, within the maths and numeracy Area of Learning Experience from the Curriculum for Wales is to recognise and order number 1-31 (Welsh Government 2018). Some children within an STF may get to year 6 without being able to do this, whereas others will be competent by reception, of course the spectrum of abilities is going to be huge, regardless of ALN. Moreover, what is important to children in STF units will differ from those in a mainstream, as their end goals within life, may not be to get a job, but to simply live semi independently, or to be able to eat new foods, therefore, there is little evidence to elements of progression steps. 
All children within Wales that have an ALN, do have an IDP, a result of the ALN reform, and is a package of information about the child, needs, support they need and the ideal outcome achievements. It is expected for all schools to support these plans, keep them up to date and work through targets with the children. However, sometimes the outcomes are personal or social skills, which do not have a place within progression steps. If these children were to work alongside another curriculum, these skills may develop faster, or be enhanced, not in any means to segregate them from peers, but to make different progress that other children may not need support with, such as social skills Snap Cymru., (2022).
In no means am I saying we should not allow these children to travel through the new curriculum and move through the progression steps, but it would be helpful if there was an alternative for children that may not be able to access this. 
Some children will be able to join in with mainstream integration, have work adapted slightly to suit them, as they are capable academically of being independently included, which is fantastic. However, for those children that are not ready for this step, we need an alternative. One that is sensory based, fun and more suitable for them, allowing them to make their own progress, as inclusion within the curriculum is more than simply ‘just include them’ it is about providing accessible, meaningful learning experiences for all (Leatherman, J.M. and Niemeyer, J.A., 2005).
To conclude, some ALN children are able to access the mainstream curriculum, through small adaptations, but the spectrum of children within an STF does mean that lots of children cannot. This means that currently we may put these children through unnecessary frustration, just because ‘we have to do what we are told’. No, of course there is never going to be a perfect solution, as each child differs hugely. However, if we need to create a child led experience, we need support to do this, like the routes of learning is in place for PMLD children, the current play-based curriculum does not account for sensory development, children trying new things, gaining life skills such as cooking, this is something these children will need to develop.
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Early Years Curricula


 


This piece will focus on the implementation of the play


-


based early years curricular, 


in Wales, 


the Foundation Phase


. H


ow it was implemented alongside the barriers and 


challenges surrounding its success in recent years, 


keeping a focus upon the 


understanding of play.


 


The Foundation Phase is the curriculum used to educate children aged 3 to 7


, 


through play


.


 


I


t came into practice in September 2010 and was revised in 2015


 


(Welsh Government


.


,


 


2018). 


The


 


aim of the curriculum i


s to encourage children to be 


more creative, spark imagination and to provide children with practical, challenging 


opportunities to explore the world and solve problems, (Welsh Government


.


, 2018).


 


 


An independent stocktake


 


of the foundation phase


 


was carried out by the Welsh 


Government, between September 2013 and 


March


 


2014, its aim was to gain 


assess 


the implementation of the foundation phase and view


 


what difference it was making 


to the quality of educatio


n


. There were a mixture of findings


, sug


gesting, 


not all 


settings were managing well with its implementation, but there was general evidence 


of slightly improved standards in maths, literacy and science by the children 


accessing the foundation phase. This is positive as before the foundation pha


se 


Wales was scoring lower than the average performance score in the programme for 


international assessmen


t


 


(Wightwick, A


. 


2019) and (OECD


.


, 


2017).


 


Moving on, p


lay based learning is vital within the early years, a child’s outlook on a 


task 


can 


be definitiv


e


 


of what they discover


 


and their emotional wellbeing


. 


Both 


Piaget and Dewey both agreed that a child best gains understanding through first 


hand, real experiences rather than a ‘pen to paper’ tasks or discussion with no 


physical opportunities


 


(


Aubrey


, K.


 


and 


Riley


,


 


A


.,


 


2019). 


 


Play can be 


defined and


 


interpreted in different ways. According to Oxford (2022), 


play is anything complete for enjoyment and recreational purpose, rather than 


something practical


 


or


 


serious. 


T


his would be opposed by the Welsh Government 


(2018) who state that play is vital to development and provides children the best 


opportunities to learn, making it practical. 


 


Howard and McInnes (2012) state that children that view an activity as ‘play’, rath


er 


than ‘not play’ have increased emotional wellbeing


, which highlights its importance


. 


However, they state that in order for children to get the most of


’


 


their early education 


their 


practitioners


 


are key and


 


should 


get 


down to 


the same level as children to


 


maximise their creative potential.


 


However, they recognise that in order to do this, 


practitioners need 


training and education regarding how children perceive play


.


 


Recommendation 7


 


of the independent stocktake


 


was that more training and 


guidance was need


ed to support practitioners to guide 


play and


 


use their abilities 


and areas effectively. 


 


Alongside


 


this, recommendation 8 was to teach about play 


pedagogy within all new teacher training programmes as it was reported in the 


document that even those newly qualified were unsure, which is a barrier of 


successful implementation


 


(Welsh Government


.


, 201


8


).
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