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Content 


Section 1- 
Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluate research evidence and reports

Section 2-
Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula 

Section 3-
Write a blog suitable for a professional publication (for example, Nursery World, Small Talk) linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/ curriculum change 













Section 1
The curriculum reform process in Wales has provided opportunities for dramatic changes in practice and the curriculum. While many settings have welcomed change, others have been presented with challenges. (Chapman, 2020).  In this section there will be a discussion of the play-based curricula in the early years. There will be a discussion of what is play based curricula, and how it is implemented in different curriculums. Such curriculums will include The Foundation Phase, the Reggio Emilia approach, the Te Whariki curriculum. There will be an insight on different theorist’s opinions on the topic, while critiquing and evaluating their approaches. 
Play has become a widely known and an accepted concept in the early years. There was once a time when children’s play was seen as childish and a waste of time. Children were quickly given a strict education in order to become efficient participants in society. However, with many years of research and evidence from different theorists and approaches, play has become increasingly popular. There is a debate on what is meant by play. Within this debate many have looked at the idea of play and come to different conclusions. Therefore, implementing their idea of play differently. According to Abbot and Langston (2005), play is a process that stays with a child from when they are born until death. Both children and adults use play within their daily activities. It can help both children and adults with their coordination, their sense of control and also their emotions. 
Having considered play as a process it is often confusing and difficult to underpin the exact meaning of play. Hutt et al, (1989) says that play is seen as an important pedagogical tool in a child’s early childhood education. Garvey (1991) argue that although there are many types of play, it is most commonly understood that when children do things together, it is not always seen as play. Most of the time children just watch other children playing, observing and mirroring their movements. Other times children argue and fight over things such has who is going to play a certain role during their play time. 
[bookmark: _Hlk93004091]A play-based curriculum puts great emphasis on the child and their ideas and interests. Settings that use this curriculum typically have a free-flowing classroom with different section of learning. Within each section children are provided with materials and play-based activities. Each learning section should be stimulating and exciting for children to engage with. This encourages children to become independent with their learning. Children in these settings are given opportunities for creative thinking and problem solving while remaining independent and gaining confidents along the way. Although play has many benefits for children some would argue that play cannot be a free experience. Teachers and educators still have demands to meet and targets to reach at the end of an academic year. For this reason, teachers have to carefully plan and deliver an environment that allows for this type of structured play. (My Teaching Cupboard, no date)
The environment for a play-based curriculum should offer children natural resources and materials that can supply endless open-ended play. The environment should be seen are a third teachers, with opportunities for increased learning with the help of learning materials and support from educators. It is believed that children should have their own experiences with the learning resources that are provided for them. This is to extend their knowledge and natural curiosity for the materials around them. A play environment not only has many benefits for a child’s development such as their cognitive development but also has many benefits for a child’s social skills and team building. Children who are left to play with other children quickly learn how to play with other children, gaining essential literacy skills and also emotional skills.  Additionally, children become very engaged with their activities and sometimes forget that they are learning at the same time. (My Teaching Cupboard, no date)
It is the responsibility of the practitioner to provide a stimulating environment for children to learn. The practitioner must first know what the children’s interests and strengths are in order to provide the right materials. Practitioners need to make sure that they are helping children need their individual developmental goals. Practitioners should ask children questions to help them develop their learning and knowledge. (Kelly, 2015). According Grenier (2002) to practitioners to make sure that they are also involved in the play when needed, this can create an opportunity for a practitioner to gain more knowledge about the child’s strengths and weaknesses, as well as their interests.
However, play is not always accepted or able to be seen in many settings. Many teachers and educators do not fully understand how important play is for a child’s development and education. Many of the staff and educators in the education community have not all had the same education. Some still believe that children should be sat in front of the teacher while the teacher writes on the whiteboard. Teachers may not know how to implement a play-based pedagogy in their setting. Learning resources and materials are not always thought of natural objects, but are sometimes still seen as worksheets and text books. With the lack of training for staff, many have not experienced or seen such play in practice and so have little or no knowledge of how they can implement it. Thus, resulting in the lack of confidence an educator would have. (UNICEF,2018). With the increased need for educators to reach learning outcomes and the lack of staff training, it has put great pressure and becomes challenging for educators to meet these needs. (Pyle, 2018)
With an increase of children in classrooms there are challenges, such challenges can include space within the setting. A typical classroom will have sometimes more than 30 children with little space for different areas of play. This means that there are no opportunities for children to have active play with a variety of materials. When there is a large classroom, many children find it difficult to gain the attention of the teacher for one-to-one support. Consequently, meaning that educators are unable to ask provoking questions to engage children in play and learning. Some countries have curricula standers yet fail to mention play based learning methods and activities. A review of Early Learning and Development Standards of 37 countries was conducted by UNICEF highlighted that only one third of the playful learning concept was implanted in settings. Thus, proving that not all settings addressing the importance of learning through play. (UNICEF, 2018)
The Foundation Phase is a curriculum in Wales set out for children aged 5 to 7 years of age. The foundation Phase is split into 7 key areas of learning, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical development, Welsh Language Development, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, Physical Development and Creative Development. (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). In each area of learning the Foundation Phase sets explains what children should be taught and a child’s expected standards of performance. Within this curriculum children learn first-hand experiences while it fully encourages and emphasises the use of play within a setting. The foundation phase encourages problem solving, risk taking and independent learning through the use of play. According to Welsh Government. (2015). The Foundation Phase should encourage children to learn at their own pace, at the appropriate stage to their learning and developmental needs. Children should not be rushed when moving onto the next stage of learning and instead should be encouraged to move at their own pace. (Welsh Government., 2015). Jean Piaget supports the Foundation Phase as he believes that children are active learners that need a stimulating environment to learn and be challenged from.
In New Zealand there is a different curriculum for children that value a child’s unique learning journey. The Te Whariki is the national curriculum for children from birth to 5 years old in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. The curriculum looks at beliefs, cultural heritage and the traditions of the Māori communities. (wood) This curriculum can be changed and altered to suit the needs of the multi-cultural society; this is in contrast to the Foundation Phase as their curriculum does not change to suit the children’s needs at the time.  It offers a variety range of services for children as well as different philosophies and operating models. These philosophies and operating models have adapted over time to suit the needs of the ever-changing society. The curriculum is a Whariki or /woven mat that is a metaphor for the 4 curriculum principles that interwoven with 5 strands. (Ministry of Education, 2017)
The four principles within the curriculum are empowerment, meaning that every child has the right to an empowering curriculum that enhances and supports their mana of others. Mana is the power of being and is believed that every child is born with it. The second principle is holistic development; the curriculum thinks of human development as cognitive, physical, emotional, spiritual and social and cultural dimensions. In this principle these dimensions should be thought of as holistic. Children naturally develop holistically, as a result they need an inviting environment that enriches stimulating resources and materials. The holistic principles see the children as a person who wants to learn about the world. (Ministry of Education, 2017) The third principle is called family and community, according the curriculum children learn best when they have people in their lives that can help them make connections and support them along their developmental journey. The fourth principle is called relationships, in this principle it stresses the importance of children having strong relationships with people, places and things. this is because children feel more comfortable exploring their natural curiosities when they have familiar objects or people with them. (Wood, 2013) 
As mentioned above, there are five strands within the Te Whariki curriculum. The first curriculum is called wellbeing, children provided an environment that should help support and promote a child’s health and well-being. Children should be kept out of harms way and should be taught and support with dealing with their emotions and how they should express these emotions. The Second strand is belonging, in this strand children and parents should feel a sense of belonging. The third strand is called contribution, children experience an environment that provides equitable opportunities for learning. The fourth strand is called communication, this strand is where children experience stories and symbols of their own cultures. They should learn non verbal communication skills and verbale skills. The fifth strand is called exploration, in this strand children experience an environment where their play is valued as a meaningful learning tool, they gain confidence and develop working theories. (Ministry of Education, 2017)	`
The Reggio Emilia approach is based in Northern Italy developed by Loris Malaguzzi. The Reggio Emilia approach was developed during the second world war. (Abbott and Nutbrown, 2001) This approach puts children in charge of their learning and supports them and their curiosity to learn and develop using their environment and relationships that they have built around them. (Berg, 2021). Malaguzzi believes that children have 100 languages to express themselves and the Reggio Emillia approach is there to support a child’s learning and understanding of the world around them.  This metaphor describes how children should be encouraged to show their learning and understanding as well as their thinking in different ways, both verbal and nonverbal. The Reggio Emilia approach stress the importance of a stimulating environment that can help children develop their learning and curiosity. However, unlike the Foundation Phase, the Reggio Emilia approach has budgeting and resources to provide an environment that is best suited to a play- 
To conclude, this section has critically analysed the implementation of a play-based curriculum. Play is a valuable tool in a child’s education and development. It is clear that more research of different curriculums should be conducted to improve the Foundation Phase. More should be done to help the curriculum gain the same resources and materials, to better a child’s understanding. This is to overcome the potential barriers that have been stated above. It is important that educators are essential to a play-based curriculum. 







Section 2
[bookmark: _Hlk93226156]Every child born is unique in their own way, there are no two children that are the same. Even twins have different personalities, different developmental pace and different ways of learning. (Early Year matters, 2007). The unique child means that every child is different, thus meaning that every child learns and develops in their own way. Babies are born with the natural curiosity to play and learn from the world around them. Many children will have different upbringings and a different education journey although their curriculum was designed without the unique child in mind; some children a thought of as failures as they do not meet the standard outcomes as everyone else. This is completely normal and should be more accepted as children are unique. The curriculum should reflect off of each child and help promote independence and diversity.  (Early Year matters, 2007). In this section there will be a discussion of the unique child, the methods in which children are assessed and how it affects the unique child. There will also be a discussion of different approaches, some of which have been mentioned above. In addition to the curriculums mentioned above, there will also be a discussion of the Montessori approach. 
[bookmark: _Hlk93226119]With the contributions of many theorists such as Piaget and Vygotsky, children are now seen as individuals and unique. Piaget is one of the most respected theorists in the Early Years community. He argues that children move through four different stages of cognitive development. Through each stage children learn new things and take an active role in their learning. Piaget also believes that children should only move onto the next stage when they are developmentally ready and should not be rushed. This process is not based off of a child’s age but instead is based off of their cognitive development. Children move through each stage at different times and should not be rushed.
The Foundation Phase thinks of each child as unique and independent. Children are seen as unique learners that need support and encouragement from practitioners. The Foundation Phase use a mixture between observations and assessments. (Welsh Government, 2019).  The Foundation Phase Profile is a framework that supports children’s learning and development while they are in the Foundation Phase. The Foundation Phase Profile was made to mirror the assessments that health professionals use, to identify any developmental delays, special educational needs and or additional learning needs. Therefore, children can have the appropriate level of support, so that they are equal opportunities as every child. Using observations and assessments, the Foundation Phase Profile supports and provides government, 2017).  
The Foundation Phase Profile contains two sets of skills ladders in four Arears of Learning including, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical Development and Physical Development. Carefully selects kills ladders are used at baseline and a Full Profile is used for end of phase teacher assessments. The Foundation Phase Profile provides a clean-cut method for scoring the Foundation Phase outcomes and also the progress data obtained by teachers. (Welsh Government, 2017).  
When children are ready to join the Foundation Phase they are assessed on entry. Children are assessed on their skills and achievements that are recorded; this can be done different settings as well as nurseries. During the first six weeks of a child being in the foundation Phase, practitioners are encouraged to only use observation to assess children as they settle into the new environment. For practitioners to complete a baseline assessment, they must use the compact Profile which are a select number of skill ladders from each of the four Arears of Learning. (Welsh Government, 2017).  
According to the Foundation Phase Profile observations are crucial for assessing children progress and achievements. Observations are used for practitioners to find what developmental level children are on. This then leads to practitioners helping and supporting children to progress onto the next stage. Observations are also used to identify any difficulties or even exceptional abilities that a child might have. The Foundation Phase Profile suggests that children should be observed in both indoor and outdoor environments to gain a whole picture of the child’s learning and progress. Formal Assessments are also used within the Foundation Phase to compare children’s achievements with the curriculum and to set out the next stages for progression. Summative assessments are outcomes that have been developed for baseline and at the end of the Foundation phase. This states the type and range of children’s work that has been obtained at a certain outcome which children should be able to demonstrate. Summative assessments look at a child over time and through a range of evidence of the achievements they have made. (Welsh Government, 2017).  
However, Wood (2013) argues that observation as a tool of assessment is not a simple process and does only provides limited information on a child’s learning and achievements. Although Early Years Matters (2022) would disagree with that statement and state that observations are vital and useful at capturing children’s unique set of abilities and talents. It can be difficult to observe a child’s play if there is limited time for it. For example, many schools that follow the Foundation Phase use play as a reward but it goes against a child’s right to play. Practitioners can also make judgements of a child’s play if it is not the same as others. A child play with blocks may not want to build a tower, which is generally accepted but instead what to use them in a different activity. (Wood, 2013)
The Reggio Emilia is a unique learning approach that has child at the centre. This approach stresses the importance of value of play and process of learning. This means that teachers using the Reggio Emilia approach will not give children assessments and test. Instead, children are observed and documented on the progress and experiences. (Reggio Emilia, 2015). The Reggio Emilia approach puts great emphasis on practitioners documenting children’s progress and achievements. They believe that documentation draws attention to children’s play because they focus on a child’s intentions during and after their play. According to Reggio Emilia (2015) documentation provides practitioners a record of a child’s learning and the progress they have made. Documentation can be written such as observation notes of what the practitioner sees a child doing. Another form of documentation is a transcript of something a child has explained such as a picture or n event they have experienced. Documentation can also be a picture, a video or even a tape recording of the child.
The Te Whariki curriculum sees the purpose of assessments is to provide practitioners with the necessary information for practitioners to progress their learning. In this curriculum practitioners use observations to assess children’s learning. Partitioners should watch and listen while children play within a group or by themselves. These observations provide practitioners with the basis of information to them go into depth and plan activities to further the child’s learning. Within this curriculum, there is confusion on what assessment is best. However, when using observations there are two types that Te Whariki use to assess the children’s learning. Informal assessments are when practitioners or Kaiako listen to and watch children’s play; they will participate in their play and engage in their experiences. Formal assessments are when practitioners record the observations by writing notes, taking photographs, videos and also voice notes. This is similar to the Reggio Emilia approach as they also use observations to record assessments by photographs, videos and voice recordings. (McLachlan, 2018)
The Montessori method is when the child is put into an environment that prepares them for the real environment. Children can make their own choices, learn and develop at their own pace. The Montessori method can help children gain confidence, delf-esteem and independence to create lifelong skills that will help them when they become adults. The Montessori classroom believe in child sized furniture that promote independence. The outdoor environment is not that different form the indoor environment and also have child sized furniture for children to have easy access and therefore promoting that every child is unique. The Montessori classroom has a wide range or resources and materials that children can choice from in their own time. 
Like many of the curriculums mentioned above, the Montessori approach also use observations to assess a child’s learning. They see the child as a whole and observe then as they engage with activities of their choice. The Director of the setting will review children’s work to ensure that they have completed it and that children have understood the concepts that they have explored. According to ISMS (2022) the review happens in correlation to the child so that they can maintain ownership. Assessments are not just based on a child’s work that they have produced and do not receive any grades or marks on their work. Instead, they are having the opportunity to test themselves and others for spelling and memorisation math facts. (Day Nurseries, 2022) 
There are many ways to assess a child’s learning across all of the curriculums mentioned. According to the evidence, the best way for children to be assessed is through observations as it provides the deepest insight into a child’s learning and also the process and progression they have made along the way. With the unique child at the heart of the observation, children are seen as individuals that develop at different rates. 


Section 3
Outdoor Learning and the Importance of the use of the Environment
As an Early Years practitioner, I have read and learnt about what is best for the individual child. And came to a conclusion that although the Foundation Phase stresses the importance of play and the environments, there has not been a lot of progress in providing a stimulating outdoor environment for educational settings. The outdoor environment provides so many opportunities for children to gain different experiences whether it be through play or just exploring the natural resources around them. when children think back to their time in school, many of them only remember the times they are outdoors. 
The curriculum in Wales, called the Foundation phase stresses the importance of first-hand experiences through play. Children who have first hand experiences are often seen taking risks, problem solving, making independent decisions and experimenting. The foundation phase put great emphasis on practitioners encouraging children to be curious and discover things around them. The outdoor environment is also highlighted and loved for the benefits it gives children’s learning. Children who have access to the outdoor environment are healthier, have improved motor fitness, demonstrate more creativity and have increased balance and coordination. (Fjortift in Maynard and Waters, 2007)
The outdoor environment can be a very exciting place for a child to learn, according to Maynard and Waters (2007), a study of four primary schools in South Wales showed that practitioners only use the outdoor environment if the weather is good. However, there is no such thing as bad or good weather, just bad clothing and unsuitable resources. Some settings have canopies and sheltered areas for when it starts raining, this can help children make the most of their outdoor learning experiences. Settings should encourage children to use the outdoor environment in all weathers but should make sure they have suitable clothing such as waterproof shoes and coats. Some parents often disapprove of this idea as some have not heard of such a thing. It is the responsibility of the practitioners to encourage parents to see the benefits of using the outdoor environment in all weathers. (Maynard and Waters, 2007)
To further support this idea, the setting should invest in acquiring space and resources for children to keep these waterproofs and should make it mandatory for children to have them. In the UK, the weather can be unpredictable and most of the time it is either cold or raining. With this in mind, children would only have limited time using the outdoor environment and thus would miss out on the benefits it holds. (Kelly, 2016). For example, when outdoors in the rain or cold, children can use their sense to feel and listen to the rain and wind, discovering the different seasons and how it affects the environment and wildlife. Some animals also are only seen in certain whether conditions and seasons, meaning that children would miss the opportunity to learn about these interesting creatures.  
In addition, many settings within Wales have not go the space to provide children with a stimulating outdoor environment. According to Estyn (2011) schools that have a limited space for the outdoors should overcome this challenge depend on the visions and also the commitment of the leaders and practitioners. Some setting’s outdoor environment consists of a tarmac yard with one area of garden, which children have no access to. The YPO Team (2020) suggests that having a limited space is no barrier and instead there should be carefully planned activities for children. indoor activities can be taken outside to use, for example, children can use chalk to draw on the tarmac and make measurements of their drawings. (Maynard and Waters, 2007). 
When taken children outside, there is always risk for accidents. Careful planning and preparation are key to a safe environment, with the exception for some risky play. Little and Wyver (2010) argue that children should be learn about taking risks as it is important that they are confident enough to identify any risks that they may see. Children should also be able to make judgements of risks to increase their independence and become less resilient as they become adults; this is to ensure that they can make the right decisions. Many parents are resilient when it comes to their children taking risks as there is a chance that they could get hurt. However, Wood (2013) explains that when children take risks, they are pushing their boundaries and increasing their confidence along the way. Although, some children can go a little too far and push their boundaries to the extreme.
Although risk play is increasingly important to a child, there are many barriers that arise, many of them are stated above. In Addition to the barriers that have been mentioned, not all settings have the correct staff and children’s ratios to make sure that the risk play is safe. A survey completed by Mayhard and Waters (2007) found that many settings had difficulty with teaching in the outdoor environment as many of the children would lose focus and wonder off by themselves. Practitioners stated that they needed to have more staff to try and regain the focus of the group. However, the outdoor environment should not be used just for focused activities but instead children should be allowed to explore the environment individually to expand the curiosity and independence. (Kelly, 2016)
Children need the outdoor environment; they crave the excited and the risk that comes with it. Outdoor learning does not need a lot a space, it does not need expensive resources; the only thing that is needed is the outdoor environment and creativity. Practitioner and parents should encourage and set an example by showing children how fun and exciting the outdoors can be. With the outdoors, there are many benefits that are included, many of which can not be gained by being indoors. 
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