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1) Does the curriculum in the early years really matter?

2) Curriculum
the subjects comprising a course of study in a school or college (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020).
Curriculum – a Latin term for a track around which competitors race for the entertainment of others. 
Metaphor could suggests a Darwinian view of formal education as a contest whereby some are winners and others lose.

3) What do we mean by ‘early years’?
In Wales, the early years is defined as the period of life from pre-birth to the end of Foundation Phase, or 0 to 7 years of age. (Welsh Government, 2015)
· A generic term specifying boundaries according to age.
· The early years is categorised differently in different countries – there is no commonality.
· Welsh Government classifies early years as 0 -7 years. As well as formal schooling, it covers pre-school contexts including Flying Start and non-maintained childcare provision – however the Foundation Phase curriculum only applies to those aged 3 – 7 years. 

4) The curriculum in the early years
“As the importance of early childhood becomes recognised, governments are investing in the education of very young people.” (Brogaard Clausen, 2015, p. 358)
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) identify two distinct approaches to early years education:
· Early education approach
· Social pedagogical approach. (OECD, 2006)
· Although there is no commonality in terms of the age criteria assigned to the early years, globally, countries are looking to the curriculum as a way to 
· Implement change
· Improve standards 
· Shape a future generation equipped with a set of skills desirable to potential employers - for fit for the marketplace.
· Ken Robinson’s sausage factory analogy.
· There is no formal curriculum in Flying Start Childcare but in the Flying Start Childcare Guidance it points to the importance of developing independence, collaboration skills, engaged problem solvers etc. (Welsh Government 2014)
· The early education approach is characterised by a strategy which emphasises curriculum content, with more focus on standardized assessment, more formal and didactic teaching and greater centralisation.
· The Social Pedagogical approach remains more holistic and child centred, with less emphasis on quantitative forms of assessment and more localised.

5) Denmark
Early Childhood Education and Care centres incorporate the overall statutory aims and learning themes and produce a learning plan for children aged 6 months to 6 years.
Set of broad based regulations as statutory requirements:
· Personal development
· Social skills
· Communication and language
· Body, senses and motion
· Culture, aesthetics and society
· Nature, outdoor life and science
(OECD, 2006)
· Brogaard Claussen (2013) makes comparisons between English “early education” or “readiness for school” approach and what she terms the Nordic “social pedagogical” approach
· Children between the age of one and six attend Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) centres.
· Children begin compulsory school in autumn after they turn 6 
· The curricula is devised in order to encompass the characteristics of the group of children. Additionally, this form of curriculum aims to promote an ‘evaluation culture’ whereby the ECEC staff are critical and reflective of their own practice.
· The curriculum in Denmark does not detail a method nor a specific framework for the assessment of children.
· Although pedagogical approaches vary from setting to setting, in general, children spend around three to four hours a day in an outdoor environment.
(Brostrum, 2006) (Brogaard Clausen, 2015) 

6) Early Years Foundation Stage
Statutory curriculum introduced in 2008 for 2 to 5 year olds in schools and Ofsted-registered early years settings including preschools, nurseries and childminders.
Areas of learning: 
· Communication and language
· Physical development
· Personal, social and emotional development
· Literacy
· Mathematics
· Understanding the world
· Expressive arts and design
(Department for Education, 2017)
· The Early Years Foundation Stage is the curriculum that was introduced in England in 2008 and is a statutory curriculum covering ages 2 to 5 years.
· The approach is more prescriptive and didactic in nature. 
· More of a focus on assessment.
· The EYFS echoes the “Back to Basics” thinking, a campaign introduced in England by the Conservative government. 
· There is an emphasis on school readiness.

7) Misrepresentation in the media
Media coverage highlights media coverage of Wales in relation to education and Education Policy.
· Tendency to assume Welsh into English context
· Little if any coverage
· Any coverage almost always cast in a negative light
(Sally Power, 2016)
Two BBC headlines as examples

8) Foundation Phase
Introduced in 2010, the statutory curriculum for all 3 to 7 year olds in Wales.
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
· Creative development
(Welsh Government, 2015)
· The introduction of the Foundation Phase is a radical departure from its predecessor, the National Curriculum. It advocates a developmental play-based approach to teaching and learning and is drawn from international models of early years provision which include Scandinavia, New Zealand and Reggio Emilia, Italy.
· Despite its developmental approach, there is still a strong requirement for children to develop key skills in literacy and numeracy by a certain age. This was reinforced by the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework in 2013.
· It’s underpinned by constructivist theories of learning. Developmental in its approach, through which there remains a focus on the child. It identifies socio-cultural ideas of empowerment and play in children’s learning and development (Maynard et al., 2013)
· Taylor, Rhys & Waldron (2016) suggest the Foundation Phase offers a unique attempt to bridge a child-centred approach to education within a standards-devised system.

9) Considerations
· Assessment
· ‘Schoolification’
· School readiness
· Accountability
· Compartmentalisation of learning
· Teacher agency
· Rogue/poor teaching supported
· Assumptions
· Schoolification – a term used when the early years are understood as preschooling rather than being considered legitimate it their own right.
· A key argument for the introduction of the Foundation Phase was after concerns were raised over formal approaches to teaching and learning in the Early Years being introduced too soon (esp. reading and writing).
· Alexander (2010) - Too much pressure to perform academically at too early an age, also puts pressure on parents and professionals. 
· Introduction of an early years curriculum in England made professionals feel incompetent, unsure and under pressure (Bradbury, 2012).
School Readiness
· Results in a top-down approach – policy driven, results driven, with a heavy assessment focus. 
· Emphasis is placed on numerical scores, particularly in literacy and numeracy, which can put pressure on children, parents and practitioners. 
· Rose & Rogers (2012) - Too much pressure in preparation for writing – reinforces this top down pressure.
· Research suggests the children’s test scores are not valid nor reliable for measuring quality (OECD, 2015) 
· Soller and Miller (2003) are critical of the EYFS as an instrumentalist approach that is economically driven, restraining, anti-egalitarian and anti-democratic.
Compartmentalisation of learning 
· Not holistic – more typical of early education approach
· Child centred approach assumes a happy and harmonious perception of the child – ostracises those who do not fit (Brogaard Clausen, 2015)
Accountability
Rogue/poor teaching supported
· Greater standardization and support for practitioners who are not as competent

10) Cultural Context
Denmark 
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) model
· Highly subsidised state childcare 
· 98%  1 to 6 year olds attend ECEC centre 	
· Less than 5% privately run
(Winther-Lindqvist & Svinth, 2018)
In the Nordic countries historically, preschool has been seen as having both a social and educational function.
· Brostrom (2006) - Although some Danish early years Pedagogues welcomed the structure and argued need for a national curriculum in order to raise standards and educational competence of preschool teachers, the majority saw it as step towards bureaucratic state regulation and closer surveillance of children.
· Campbell-Barr & Nygaard (2014) – In England, majority of preschool provision is privately run. This can result in an economically driven, market approach.
· Wales – mixed economy; Flying Start, maintained and non-maintained nurseries 
· Also need to bear in mind that for some, this age range straddles two systems e.g. Wales 

10) Early years practitioners
Quality
“It is widely acknowledged that the quality of ECEC staff and their pedagogical activities, interactions and knowledge have a major impact on children’s well-being and development” (OECD, 2015, p.126) 
Continued Professional Development
Odom (2010) - Training staff in areas they were less competent, particularly pedagogical training resulted in better outcomes for children.
Qualifications
Brogaard Clausen (2015) - 60% of staff in Danish ECEC centres qualified to degree level.
Nutbrown Review - More than 200 NVQs and only 8% of workforce with degree level qualifications in England.
 (Nutbrown 2012)
Quality
· Stocktake of the Foundation Phase – in the pilot stages, there was a lack of understanding of pedagogies that underpinned the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2014)
· Effective monitoring of staff is essential for the development of ECEC services – most often done through inspections, self-evaluations and quality assurance.
Qualifications
· Qualifications – In recent years, Social Care Wales have devised a national Qualifications Framework 
· Concerns raised about the lack of professional accreditation and highlight the absence of a regulated payscales and employment conditions (Lloyd & Hallet, 2010) 
CPD
All staff need to be able to access CPD

The cultural context is hugely significant and a driving factor. But what I feel is central is the role of the practitioner.

[bookmark: _GoBack]11) Conclusions/Recommendations
A ‘subject against skill/competence’ debate creates unhelpful polarisation. The curriculum, learning and teaching need to enthuse children and young people about learning in ways that include both the vital contribution of discipline-based learning and the knowledge, skills and dispositions that will help them to meet the needs of today and the challenges of tomorrow.’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.6)
· The discourse about the prescription of a curriculum is not a stand alone issue. There is a wider context to consider. 
· Greater consideration needs to be given to assessment, and the alignment of systems and phases and the quality assurance and transition between these. 
· There also needs to be greater investment in the early years, at all levels (macro, miso and micro). 
· In addition, there needs to be a culture of mutual respect and a deeper understanding of the differing roles and responsibilities within the context of the early years.
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