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According to the Welsh curriculum (2023) the early childhood play, learning and care in Wales have a big part in forming children’s destiny and their childhood to guarantee the greatest start in life. An early years curriculum refers to an educational program designed for young children (Department for education, 2023). This stage of education is crucial for the holistic development of a child, encompassing cognitive, social, emotional and physical aspects. The goal is to provide a nurturing and stimulating environment that fosters learning through play and exploration (Department for education, 2023). Allowing children to learn through play, it helps them to experiment and discover at their own place. Curricula for early years education can vary across countries and educational systems, but they generally share the common goal of providing a well-rounded foundation for children’s development (Sefton, 2023). Examples of early years curricula include the Reggio Emilia approach and Montessori method. 
Ensuring the success of early years curricula involves a combination of thoughtful planning, implementation, and ongoing evaluation (Hwb, 2023). Some key considerations include prioritising play-based learning as a central component of the curriculum. It fosters creativity and a love for learning. Promoting inclusivity by accommodating diverse needs, background and abilities is highly important for an early years curriculum (Hwb, 2023). Also, according to Graham Donaldson’s successful futures report (2015), a curriculum should be empowering, inclusive, engaging and manageable. Donaldson (2015), also states how a curriculum should encourage students’ mental, physical, spiritual, moral and cultural growth in both the classroom and in society, and gets students ready for the chances, obligations, and experiences that come with growing up. By incorporating elements such as these, it contributes to the holistic development and lay a solid foundation for their future learning experiences (Hwb, 2023). 

Part 1.
The outdoor environment.
The Welsh Assembly Government first proposed a Foundation Phase for children between the ages of 3 to 7 years in 2001 in Wales (Maynard and Waters, 2007). The Foundation Phase framework priorities children’s personal and social development, well-being and a play-based approach to learning in both indoor and outdoor environments (Maynard and Waters, 2007). There is a lot of potential for the outdoor environments to support children’s physical and cognitive development (Waite and Davis, 2007). Evaluating the Foundation phase final report (2015) recommendation 7, highlights the importance and lack of the outdoor environment during the early years. According to Davies and Hamilton’s 2016 article on assessing learning in the early years’ outdoor classroom, it is often known that young children develop better in outdoor environments. Included in this article, Davies and Hamilton (2016) discuss a study based on a pragmatic mixed methods approach, that was based in 9 early years settings in North Wales. According to the report, assessing children in the outdoor environment is not being fully used. The following factors prevent the outdoor classroom from being used are lack of resources, level of staff, adverse weather, child-staff ratio and changes to the curriculum. However, Stephenson (2003) suggests these risks can allow children to develop both self-confidence and the ability to successfully handle risks. An Estyn report regarding outdoor learning (2011) states that the majority of educational institutions and environments typically utilise outdoor spaces to augment and reinforce the learning experiences of young learners. This report also states when organising outdoor learning, leaders have obstacles such as the condition of the building and outdoor facilities as well as the site or space constraints of many schools. 
According to Bentsen and Jensen (2012), a growing number of Danish educators are implementing school-based outdoor learning which is commonly referred to as outdoor school days for students once a week. This is called Udeskole in Danish. Dierickx (2013), defines Udeskole as using most of  the natural environment and green space to teach particular subjects and curricular areas which targets children aged 7-16. Emerging Scandinavian studies about outdoor education in classroom settings have largely produced encouraging findings (Bentsen et al., 2010). The learning potential of Udeskole has been demonstrated by research in Norway, and Bentsen (et al., 2010) states a Danish case study revealed that students engaged in substantially more physical activity when learning outdoors in natural environments. 
Waite (et al., 2016) believes Udeskole in Denmark have many similarities to English Forest schools. Commonalities between Udeskole and Forest schools can include their outdoor environment, all-encompassing teaching methodology and conviction in the advantages of outdoor education (Waite et al., 2016). Waite (2016) also states, while both forest schools and Udeskole focus on outdoor and nature-based education, the key distinction lies in their origins, with forest schools having roots in Sweden and the UK, and Udeskole originating in Denmark. Additionally, forest schools often operate as standalone programs, while Udeskole is integrated into broader Danish education system (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2018). Both approaches share a common a goal of fostering a deep appreciation for nature, supporting holistic development and providing students with outdoor experiences (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2018). 

Lack of training within staff- Special educational needs training. 
In order to advance knowledge and create a secure, nurturing environment for all children, staff development in the early years sector is essential (Kimberley, 2016). These training’s can include paediatric first aid, child protection, food hygiene and health and safety. However, an independent stocktake of the foundation phase in Wales final report (2014) suggests a greater improvement in targeting training and support. Recommendations 3-8 in this report highlights the importance of staff training within the early years curriculum, for example recommendation 8 suggests all staff need a deep understanding of language, literacy and numeracy development within children and how to support them during this time. These recommendation suggests all staff including head teachers, teacher, classroom assistants and other practitioners should undertake the recommended trainings. In an article written by Abbie Wightwick in 2022, emphasises how it is still difficult for leaders to recruit appropriately qualified staff to cover both temporary and permanent absences in Wales. Coughlan (2017) believes that funding for professional development continues to be a top priority and that students should be taught by educators who possess the most recent training. 
The education systems in Wales have made significant strides towards inclusivity, aiming to integrate students with special educational needs and disabilities into mainstream classrooms (Welsh Government, 2020). While this inclusive approach is commendable, the lack of specialized training for teachers and practitioners poses a considerable challenge (Welsh Government, 2020). Busby (2016) says most school staff members believe that students with special educational needs and disabilities are not receiving the necessary support due to a lack of funding, time and training. In a study of 803 educators in the UK, 89% of the staff said they were presently or had previously taught students with ADHD, yet nearly 63% said they had not received enough assistance and training for these students (ComRes, 2017). In a study, recorded in Israel back in 2018, 10 educators who had just taken part in a special education training session were interviewed, and their dissatisfaction was made clear in the interviews when they discussed there is no training available to help teachers in regular classes that accommodate children with learning difficulties (Crispel and Kasperski, 2019). Crispel and Kasperski (2019) highlights how crucial it is for educators to have training in mainstream frameworks in order to properly meet the specific needs of their pupils. Similarly, D’Addio and April (2020) believes that all teacher education programmes should include courses aimed at promoting inclusive education. Special education institutions should not be the only ones with access to this knowledge (D’Addio and April, 2020). According to the Un convention on the rights of the child, article 23, ever child with a disability has the right to live a full decent life with dignity and independence, and Governments must do all they can do to support these children and their families (Unicef, 2023).  
The lack of Welsh speaking staff in early years settings/schools. 
According to the evaluating the foundation phase report (2015) recommendations 22 and 23 emphasises how the Welsh language should continue to be taught in the early years foundation phase in Wales and demonstrate how the language can be embedded in English-medium schools, and what learning activities can be used to employ a greater variety of foundation phase teaching methods. Similarly, Donaldson’s successful futures report (2015) recommendations 21-30 discuss the Welsh language and how Welsh instruction in schools should be refocused on its primary purpose of facilitating oral communication and comprehension. 
On the other hand, since 2011, the number of Welsh speakers has decreased from 562,000 to 538,000 according to Census of 2021 (BBC news, 2023). According to the report, there wasn’t enough staff to support the expansion of Welsh-medium education and there wasn’t enough Welsh instruction in English-medium schools. Mabli Siriol Jones, chair of Cymdeithas yr iaith’s education group believes the Welsh education bill’s legislative targets to raise the percentage of the workforce qualified to teach in Welsh, must include Welsh language instruction in the initial training programme for teachers (Wightwick, 2023). According to Morris (2020) compared to 388 in 2015, there were 285 NQTs who could work in Welsh in 2019. The Welsh Government is working to address this issue of the lack of Welsh speaking teacher in a number of ways, one of which is by encouraging more people to learn Welsh by offering free classes and courses to individuals who want to enhance their language skills (Senedd Wales, 2023). According to Dyfodol I’r iaith, a campaigning group that aims to raise the number of Welsh speakers, in order for the Welsh Government to its 2050 target of one million Welsh speakers, 17,000 teachers would need to be enrolled in the Sabbatical Scheme to increase their Welsh proficieny (Senedd Wales, 2023). 
In the Chubut region of Patagonia, Argentina, the Welsh language project has been fostering and growing the Welsh language since 1997 (British council, 2024). Each year, three language development officers from Wales travel to Patagonia to teach from March through December (British council, 2024). Patagonia has the second highest concentration of Welsh speakers worldwide, with around 6,000 speakers at present (Roberts, 2020). These little towns in Chubut province, like Gaiman and Trelew on the Atlantic coast, still have Welsh churches, choirs, tea cafes, and yearly eisteddfodau (Dear, 2015). Dear (2015) also states that not only do some Argentine parents recognise the intellectual benefits of bilingualism, but have started sending their children to these schools without any Welsh ancestry. They either simply prefer the available values and educational standards, or would like their children to be culturally informed (Dear, 2015). 

Part 2 – Analysing the unique child. 
The term ‘unique child’ is often used in the context of early childhood education and care to emphasize the individuality and uniqueness of each child (Early Years Matters, 2021). It symbolises the knowledge that each child is unique, possessing a unique personality, set of interests, skills and rate of growth (Early Years Matters, 2021). Educators in early childhood settings often use the understanding of the unique child as a guiding principle in developing curriculum, implementing teaching and strategies, and creating environments that support the needs of children (Langford et al., 2023). This approach contributes to a child-centred and inclusive educational experience. 
Assessing children.
Assessing children  in educational settings serves several important purposes, contributing to their overall development and ensuring that appropriate support can be provided (Becker, Rigaud and Epstein, 2022). Some key reasons why we assess children includes identifying special needs or challenges, informing instructional practices, meeting accountability standards and promoting equality and inclusion (McGregor, 2013). When assessing children, it’s important they’re age-appropriate, culturally sensitive, and used as part of a comprehensive approach to understanding a child’s abilities and needs (McGregor, 2013). 
While assessing children is a necessary and valuable part of education and development, there are potential disadvantages including bias and cultural sensitivity (Morris, 2017). Assessments may be culturally biased, favouring certain groups of children over others. This can lead to unfair and inaccurate representations of a child’s abilities and potential (Morris, 2017). Another weakness can include limited parental involvement. In some cases, assessments practices may not effectively involve parents in the process (McGregor, 2013). McGregor (2013) states that this lack of communication can hinder a comprehensive understanding of a child’s development and limit collaboration between parents and educators. 
Observing the unique child- Gender stereotypes. 
Gender stereotypes can sometimes influence child observations and how adults interpret children’s behaviour says Kollmayer (et at., 2018). These stereotypes can impact how educators respond and perceive children in educational setting (Kollmayer et al., 2018). Furthermore, an example of a gender stereotype include play preferences. Observers may unconsciously expect or assume that girls will engage with traditionally associated with females including dolls, while boys will participate in play associated with trucks or cars. This can lead to overlooking or misinterpreting children’s individual preferences and interests (Canessa-Pollard et al., 2022). Another stereotype include language use. Observers might unintentionally use gendered language when describing or interacting with children. This could include subtle language choices that reinforce stereotypes, such as praising boys for being ‘strong’ or girls being ‘pretty’, potentially limiting the diverse qualities that are valued (Canessa-Pollard et al., 2022). 
Observations
Observation is the process of watching and listening to children to understand about their development, their interests, and the lessons they are learning from their play and the experiences that are available (Early years matters, 2021). Brodie (2017) says to achieve this successfully, practitioners might employ a variety of observational strategies so that you can record the most relevant data, it makes sense to go through your motivations for conducting the observation before beginning. Observations provide valuable insights into various facets of children’s growth and development (Brodie, 2017). In the process of observing and evaluating children’s growth, it is crucial for practitioners to comprehend their own role in the process (Kelly, 2016). Child observations are a useful tool for supporting early intervention, strong connections, individualised learning, and successful early childhood education as a whole (Fawcett and Watson, 2016). They help everyone engaged in a child’s upbringing including parents, other family members and teachers as well as the child. 
Children’s play actions are described narratively in the learning stories. In New Zealand’s early childhood education sector, they are a vital tool. They offer a comprehensive educational, and captivating means of chronicling a child’s educational journey (Lee et al., 2013). Lee (et al., 2013), also believes that learning stories are an effective instrument for documenting a child’s educational path, syncing it with Te Whariki and providing parents with access to it. The Te Whariki curriculum encourages teachers to understand what children are attempting to do and what is achievable, rather than assessing children’s learning and development against pre-set milestones (Hamilton and Vermeren, 2016). Their evaluations are solely focused on encouraging and enabling children to realise their full potential. (Hamilton and Vermeren, 2016). In order to paint a picture of the child’s general growth as well as the connections and activities they have involved in, practioners record and photograph the learning experiences of the children as a story (Carr et al., 2002). According to the Te Whariki approach, children should learn alongside and with other people as well as independently (Carr et al., 2002). This is similar to Lev Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). ZPD refers to the range of tasks that a leaner can perform with the help of a more knowledgeable person such as a teacher, parent or peer (Walker, 2015). The ZPD emphasises the importance of social interaction and scaffolding (Walker, 2015). Scaffolding involves providing the necessary support and guidance to help a learner bridge the gap between their current level of understanding and their potential level (Vinney, 2019). 
However, McCracken (2003), the learning stories has some potential disadvantages or challenges. An example of these disadvantages include time-consuming. He states how creating detailed learning stories requires time and effort. Educators may find it challenging to consistently document observations for each child, especially in busy early childhood education settings (McCracken, 2003). By documenting every child it can cause some stress and pressure on educators potentially detracting them from other essential aspects of their role such as planning activities (McCracken, 2003). Inconsistency is another disadvantage says Blaiklock (2013). He highlights that different educators may have varying approaches to writing learning stories. This can result in inconsistencies in the depth, focus, or style of documentation, making it challenging for parents and other educators to have a unified understanding of a child’s learning story (Blaiklock, 2013).
Comparing Te Whariki the learning stories and Wales curriculum.
Te Whariki and the Welsh curriculum are both frameworks for early childhood education, but they are specific to different regions and have distinct features, some of these include a philosophical approach (Cameron, Claire and Moss, 2020). Te Whariki is grounded in a socio-cultural and holistic approach to early childhood education (Blaiklock, 2010). It emphasises the importance of relationships, family, and community involvement, and the integration of culture and language into the learning process (Blaiklock, 2010). The foundation phase in Wales highlights experiential learning, play-based approaches and an integrated curriculum (Hwb, 2023). It values the holistic development of children, acknowledging the importance of social, emotional and physical well-being (Welsh Government, 2020). While te Whariki and the Welsh foundation phase both encourage the use of learning stories, there can be differences in the emphasis and the cultural context (Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir, 2010). The foundation phase curriculum (2023) in Wales focuses on seven areas of learning and development including mathematical development, cultural diversity and more however, Te Whariki has five strands including well-being, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration and discovery (Education in New Zealand, 2017). Learning stories may be structured to capture and document a child’s experiences and progress in these strands states Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir (2010). While the use of learning stories is common in both contexts, the content and structure of these stories may vary based on the specific principles, strands, areas of learning and cultural contexts (Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir, 2010).

Part 3- Blog.
How do you communicate? The issues of teaching Welsh to international students. 
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Do educators find it difficult to teach international students including UK based countries through the Welsh medium?
By sharing their languages, cultures, and viewpoints with their peers, international students enhance higher education and raise everyone’s level of social consciousness, cultural literacy and intellectual growth (Luo and Jamieson-Drake 2013). In the recent years, we’ve discovered many families from different countries, culture and backgrounds moving from their homeland to Wales and joining Welsh medium schools. Of the 3.1 million people living in Wales, 215,000 were born outside of the United Kingdom, according to new Census 2021 data (Gov, 2022). The Welsh Government (2022) states that in Wales, 13,400 people (0.4%) were born in India and nearly 25,000 people (0.8%) were born in Poland. One of the categories that is believed to be most likely to emigrate is students (Gov, 2023). However, it is safe to say not many educators will have the ability to speak the same language as their international students. Therefore, how can we support this? 
The expectation for educators is very high however, we believe all school staff should familiarise themselves with the children’s rights to promote a happy, safe and caring environment for children in school or in early years settings. According to article 28 from the children’s rights, all children and young people have the right to education no matter who they are (UNICEF, 2019). This includes their race, religion and ethnic group. Unicef (2019), also emphasises how most of the time, students move to different countries due to poverty and economic fragility and to gain a better lifestyle. Children that receive subpar education will have significant difficulties finding employment in the future. Educators undertaking the task of teaching Welsh to international students must be equipped with innovative teaching strategies, culturally sensitive approaches, and committed to creating an inclusive and engaging learning atmosphere (Oxner and Bandy, 2020). 
Challenges.
From previous experience, when educating new international students the Welsh language, most teachers and practitioners discover many obstacles. Carroll and Ryan (2006) both agree there are challenges to teaching a new language to students, one being limited resources. Welsh language teaching materials for non-speaking Welsh students may be limited compared to resources available for widely spoken languages. Therefore, teachers may need to adapt or create their own materials which can be very time consuming.
 Another challenge we have found is the cultural differences and diverse language backgrounds. Zhang and Mi (2009) emphasises that the cultural context of the Welsh or any language is closely tied to its countries and it’s traditions. International students may find it challenging to grasp the cultural nuances associated with the language, affecting their overall understanding and appreciation of Welsh. Furthermore, international students often come from diverse language backgrounds. Some may be fluent in multiple languages, while others may struggle with basic language concepts. 
Sometimes, technological barriers can be a disadvantages to international students. Technology can play a crucial role in language learning, but international students may face technological barriers such as limited access to online resources that cater to Welsh language learning. Unicef (2019), states how the majority of school-age children worldwide lack access to the internet at home, which limits their opportunity to advance their education and skill development. This proves that being taught technology in the foundation phase can benefit children’s knowledge and skills, which is one of the Welsh curriculum’s areas of learning and experience coming under science and technology. 
Benefits.
However, are there any benefits to international students moving to Wales? Of course, Byram and Wagner (2018) agrees, one being cultural diversity. Wales, like the rest of the UK, is culturally diverse. International students can experience a rich cultural tapestry, interact with people from different backgrounds and experience different cultures, traditions and educational systems. The Curriculum for Wales (2023) states how this benefit can support one of 6 areas of learning which is humanities. For students to become moral, knowledgeable citizens of Wales and the wider world, humanities education is essential. Learners can uncover their environment and form a sense of place via investigating and exploring the human experience in both historical and contemporary situations, both in their own communities and throughout Wales. 
Elturki (2018) agrees there are benefits to teaching international students including developing resilience and confidence. We all know that moving schools can be challenging for children of all ages, requiring students to navigate new academic expectations, social circles and routines. This fosters resilience and independence as students learn to overcome challenges on their own. This is such an effective way to promote health and wellbeing, which is another one of the Welsh Curriculum’s (2023) 6 areas of learning which offers a comprehensive framework for comprehending health and wellbeing. Its goal is to support students to become more capable of handling the chances and difficulties that come with life. 
Another benefit, or skill should we say, that Bryam and Wagner (2018) highlights is improved social development. Moving or joining a new school often means making new friends and building connections. This process enhances social skills, including communication, empathy, and the ability to navigate social dynamic in different environments. The Welsh Curriculum (2023) also strives to provide students the skills necessary to communicate successfully in Welsh and English and other international language. Its goal of multilingual and plurilingual approach is to build a solid basis for learners’ lifetime interest in the languages of Wales and the rest of the globe while igniting their curiosity and excitement. 
 
Let’s wrap this up.
To conclude, the issues surrounding the teaching of Welsh to international students are multifaceted and require thoughtful consideration. The unique linguistic, cultural and contextual characteristics of the Welsh language pose both challenges and opportunities for educators and learners alike. The limited availability of resources, potential cultural barriers and the diverse language backgrounds of international students contribute to the complexity of teaching Welsh. 
However, it is essential to approach these challenges with a proactive mindset, recognising the potential benefits that can arise from such an endeavour. The experience of learning Welsh provides international students with an opportunity for linguistic, diversity, cultural enrichment, and a deeper understanding of Wales’s unique heritage. Overcoming the difficulties associated with teaching Welsh can lead to the development of adaptable teaching methods, the creation of supportive learning environments, and the fostering of global connections. 
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