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SECTION 1- Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curriculum referring to evaluative research evidence and reports. 

According to the Welsh Government ‘The Foundation Phase is a developmental curriculum for three- to seven-year-olds in Wales. It encourages children to be creative, imaginative and to have fun while making learning more effective’. WAG (2018, p3)

This new curriculum for early years was introduced in 2008, however it was not fully implemented until 2012.  The foundation phase was designed to replace the previous Early Years curriculum which covered 3-5 year olds, and the Key Stage 1 5-7 year olds National Curriculum as reported by stats Wales Foundation phase (gov.wales)

This new curriculum was designed to cover the ages 3-7 years although it was not fully implemented until 2012. The Foundation phase currently covers 7 areas of learning, Physical, Creative, Mathematical, Knowledge & Understanding of the world, Personal & Social Development or PSD (which encompasses well-being and cultural diversity) and Language, Literacy & Communication skills in addition to these Welsh language is an area of learning if the setting is English first language.

These 7 areas of learning are the core of The Foundation Phase, with the pedagogy of learning through play and experiences utilising both classroom settings and the outdoors creating active learning environments. 
The curriculum was led by the theory of allowing children to explore different materials, areas and situations it would give them the opportunity to develop language, investigative skills and be able to test their own abilities. 

This is loosely linked to the theories of Montessori who believed that by allowing children to make their own choices about their learning through spontaneous activities, linked with enjoyment this would enable them to develop the skills to become independent and instinctual learners. 

‘The Montessori method is based on the belief that children learn through play. In a Montessori classroom, a child is free to make choices and develop their own ideas. This is the best way for children to learn to be independent and to understand their own instincts.’ Mrs Stillwater (2021)

It was stated by the WAG (2008) that the practitioner's role is to be ‘faciliatory’, to assist in this type of learning process, this meaning the practitioner would be able to adjust the learning and teaching to the child or children's interest as they arose. 

It also stated, ‘there must be a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those directed by practitioner's’ WAG (2008 p.6).

Because of this, practitioners were expected to adjust their teaching methods and pedagogy, to suit the new play-based learning curriculum. However, learning through play is a difficult concept to understand as everyone views and understands play differently, Wood and Attfield (2005) discuss how play can have multiple meanings depending on whether it is described by a child or an adult. Whereas Loizou (2017) states that ‘Adult–child interaction during play can be multifaceted and teachers endorse diverse roles during children’s play’ 
This enhances the idea that practitioners need to be able to be adaptable to different types of play. Whether that be through modelling, playing together or just setting up equipment to enable the children to play independently. 

Play as defined by the play policy and implementation plan from the statutory guidance ‘Wales a friendly county’ (2014) states that ‘Play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated’. 

This is conjunction with the sub-categories of: active learning, structured play, practitioner directed, and child initiated. Unfortunately leading to confusion within some settings. Practitioners were not able to successfully identity what was expected from each of these terms as supported by Waters (2016)

This was not helped in part to the leaders not receiving adequate training in the new curriculum and its expectations, therefore not being able to successfully inform and assist staff with what was expected from this new play-based curriculum.

Although many schools and practitioners had started to adapt to this new play-based pedagogy, settings were still expected to fulfil outcomes for the children’s development using the Foundation Phase Profile. 

The Foundation Phase Profile is an assessment of children's learning, aiming to achieve a consistent baseline which coincides with end of phase outcomes. ‘By using observations and formative assessments, the profile supports practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate curriculum for all children.’ (WAG 2019 P.15) 
However, although stated that the curriculum could be suited to the developments of the children. Practitioners were expected to reach outcomes based on an age by stage assessment before moving onto the National Reading and Numeracy tests carried out from year 2 to year 9. WAG (2017 p14).

These contradictory ideas became apparent when the foundation phase was later subject to reviews by Siraj and Kingston (2014), the Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research, Date and Methods ‘WISERD’ (2015) and by Donaldson (2015).

The reviews each had their own set of recommendations for example The Donalson report had 68 recommendations, the Independent Stocktake 23, just under half of the recommendations from the Independent Stocktake were regarding training. 

These reports and reviews found that in some settings the implementation of the Foundation Phase was poor and varied between the maintained settings and the funded non maintained  where there was a lack of understanding of how to implement play-based learning, as stated in the report as recommendation 4 (p26) of the Independent Stocktake Siraj & Kingston (2014) it was recommended that ‘compulsory training be considered for all leaders across the sector ...to support their understanding of the principles and practices of the foundation phase’. 
They suggested that training be specific to that setting, allowing for previous experiences and the settings previous history with implementing the Foundation Phase. 

The reports also recognised the need for Teaching Assistants (T.A’s) to be given the opportunity to access training help build their Continual Professional Development (CPD). Recommendation 17, (p.38) By allowing access to training, this will not only benefit the staff, but the setting and their standards of teaching as supported by The CPD News Team (2021) which states that 
‘Effective CPD for teaching assistant and support staff with the knowledge and skills that will enable them to contribute to the school’s overall aim of raising educational standards, uphold school policies and provide appropriate and reliable support for the school.’

Although Donaldson (2015) stated that the foundation Phase is one the ‘best things’ of Welsh Education, he recognised that the curriculum needed to change. He supported this recommendation for reform by linking the Programme for International Student Assessment PISA surveys (2016) and An Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2014) report and Estyn reports that showed that Wales had a high percentage of low achieving students. 

The PISA results of 2016 showed that Wales was the lowest scoring Country out of 72 Countries, being ranked 39th in Maths, 40th in Reading and 35th in science as stated by Wightwick, A. (2016), even though these results were not inclusive of any children who would have received the full Early Years education using the new Foundation Phase, the PISA results of 2019 Wales still trailed behind the other home nations in all areas of learning even though those results would have been inclusive of children who had received a full Foundation Phase Curriculum, the results show that the current curriculum is not benefitting the children's results. 
This could be in part to the previously talked about inconsistencies of the current curriculum and its implementation, as supported by the Stocktake (2014) recommendations which state that ‘Clear guidance is required from the Welsh Government that clarifies the importance of developmentally appropriate practice alongside a statutory curriculum and expected levels of achievement.

Although the current curriculum is shown to have issues, Donaldson (2015) states that it has a ‘very real strength’ (p21) on which to build the new curriculum. His suggestions for a new curriculum is to change the core purposes, this is supported by OECD Education 2030 project which states that ‘‘Changing one element, e.g. curriculum, assessment, pedagogy etc., may only be useful if other related elements are changed as well’. These joint ideas support the complete overhaul of the Welsh curriculum, allowing space to grow and develop and see real change. 

The new suggestions from Donaldson are that the 7 original core purposes be changed to 4
· Ambitious, capable learners, 
· Healthy, confident individuals, 
· Enterprising, creative contributors and 
· Ethical, informed citizens. 

Alongside this the new curriculum is not just for those in the early years setting, however will cover ages 3-16 years allowing children to develop skills over a period, without pressure of achieving age-stage related outcomes. 

The current documentation available supporting the New Curriculum for Wales, seems to have taken on board the recommendations from the previous reviews, offering teacher training and development, WAG (2017) ’Teachers and practitioners will be offered specific Professional Learning opportunities to help them realize the new curriculum in schools’.
A change in how children are taught, by giving the schools freedom to create a curriculum that suits their needs and their community. Therefore, allowing for better growth and development of the children. 




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. 

 When referring to the ‘unique child’ this embodies that every child is unique and their individual needs show this, although there may be some patterns of development that occur in children through early childhood; most of what they learn they discover for themselves in their own way and in their own time, supported by Children in Wales (2021).

The way that children encounter experiences through early years have an impact on their development. There are many factors to how children develop and learn as supported by Child development – Birth To 5 Matters for example: Emotional Health and Wellbeing - where the child is supported and can thrive as they feel safe, valued and loved. Culture and Community- where a secure base for developing the child's identity is available. 

Around the world there are curriculums being developed or currently in use which aim to encourage the development of children, putting emphasis on the ‘unique child’ England have the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), Wales- The Foundation Phase (2015) and recently the introduction of the New Curriculum for Wales (2022)

The Department for Education (DFE) (2021) states ‘every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured'

The Foundation phase (2015) initially noted that children should be given opportunities to develop and learn new skills of self-evaluation and to be given the time to reflect on aspects of their own development. ‘Children acquire and develop skills at different rates and must be allowed to develop at their own unique, individual pace’ 

Within the Foundation Phase the assessment used is the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP), the FPP is used to create a baseline in four areas of learning: Mathematics, Language Literacy and Communication (LLC), Physical development, Personal & Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity. 
These areas are then linked to the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) (2008).  

These areas of assessment encompass the development of the children from six to eighty-four months, with their abilities being scored from bronze up to outcome 6. These scores and assessments are then used to support the end of phase teacher assessments giving the children score or outcome before starting Key Stage 2 (KS2). As stated in the Foundation Phase Handbook (2017)
‘The Foundation Phase outcomes have been developed for summative assessment of learning at baseline and at the end of the Foundation Phase’. 
However, when the Foundation Phase was reviewed by Siraj & KINGSTON (2014) it was recommended the Welsh Assembly Government revise how they assess at the end of the foundation phase, as fund in the Independent Stocktake (2014), recommendation 10 (p.30)

Under the current assessment process there are not allowances for the child to show developmental growth, it is based on Age related norms and the categorisation of children. Are we allowing the children to master skills we are teaching, or just grouping them based on a one-off experience or their age? 
According to Dweck (1991) “Children's conceptions of ability play a pivotal role in their achievement motivation. From a very early age, children can understand the difference in groups within a classroom and soon come to realise that what ability group they are in. 

Grouping children by abilities can have negative and positive effects as supported by Bright Hub Education (2022) that by placing children of the same ability together, they are able to support each other and work collectively and at the same pace.  Although this may be beneficial in part as it allows a member of staff to intervene and give extra support it also can cause the children to become stuck in a way of working and refuse to work differently or with others However, this is not allowing them to be challenged and pushed. 

‘It is important to remember that no student is perfect at everything, and no student is bad at everything’ Bright Hub Education (2022) this theory is also supported by Olszewski-Kubilius, P. and Clarenbach, J. (2012) who state that he nation needs to be challenged and move beyond allowing children to just achieve the minimum, but to identify and develop the talent of all students who are capable of high achievement. 

Due to these types of grouping of abilities practitioners are unfortunately contributing to the developments of the child's mindset. Of which there are two forms: Fixed or Growth. These mindsets can have major impacts on how the child learns and develops. This is supported by Cote (2022) who states ‘Someone with a growth mindset views intelligence, abilities, and talents as learnable and capable of improvement through effort. On the other hand, someone with a fixed mindset views those same traits as inherently stable and unchangeable over time’

So how are these mindset traits presented in children? Most children who have a fixed mindset may become withdrawn, may state that they do not think they are smart enough to complete the work. As MTCT (2022) suggests If you have a fixed mindset, you will likely fear that you may not be smart or talented enough to achieve your goals. You may hold yourself back by engaging only in activities that you know you can do well’ 
In contrast a child who demonstrates a growth mindset would use any mistakes as a guide to improve and take on challenges willingly. ‘Work harder and try again until you reach your goals’. MTCT (2022)

‘When you focus on an individual's results, they learn that trying doesn't matter. But praising their efforts rewards their process of learning, so they become more motivated to keep striving toward their goals.’ Dweck (1991)

Sir Ken Robinson (2010) has suggested that there needs to be a change in paradigm of education ‘increasingly education is about conformity, and you see is in the growth of standardised curricula and standardised testing. The current paradigm is mainly to do with standardisation, and we need to shift the paradigm and go in the other direction’

This idea is supported by Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures by recommending a reform of the Welsh curriculum and its assessment processes. He suggested that the Welsh Government create its own assessment and evaluation framework and not rely on internal or external tests, as these would fail to reflect the curriculum. 

Estyn (2022) In schools with effective practice, leaders use the national personalised assessments thoughtfully, to understand pupils’ progress in learning and adjust teaching to support their next steps

The New Curriculum for Wales (2022) states that each school will now be able to adjust the framework and design a curriculum to adjust to each child's needs, enabling them to suit teaching and learning to the unique child's individual needs. Following the new four core purposes. Primary School Wales (2020) ‘no two schools are the same and every child has their own unique needs and aspirations…no two schools have the same curriculum…’

[bookmark: _Int_vOg4tUrr][bookmark: _Int_8dPPoJRd]An example of this type of adaptive curriculum is Te Whāriki, this is the curriculum of learning in New Zealand. 
Te Whāriki, comes from the Māori language and translated means ‘Woven mat’. They state that this can be visualised as learning and development being woven from the foundational principles, strands and goal’. Vaezey (2022) or where a setting can ‘weave their own mat’ allowing for child development through their environments and experiences.
‘Each setting takes these principles and strands and, in partnership with parents and whānau, uses them to ‘weave’ a curriculum whāriki that is specifically designed for their children’ Ministry of Education (2017)

The Te Whāriki follows four principles of learning: Empowerment, Holistic Development, Family and Community, Relationships. There are some similarities between this curriculum and the New Curriculum for Wales (2022) and the EYFS as they all share a similar vison of how to help develop the unique child and their confidence in the community “Children are competent and confidence learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society.” Te Whariki (2017)

The key point of the Te Whāriki is that it does not assess the children based on age related milestones, however it encourages the children to learn how to learn, allowing children to gain experiences through multiple avenues, while being able to look back on previous learning from their portfolios to encourage skills such as self-assessment and encourage conversations. 

Narrative forms of assessment, such as learning stories, may make use of a formative assessment sequence: noticing, recognising, responding, recording and revisiting valued learning. Ministry of Education (2017 p63)

[bookmark: _Int_zov6w60p]These types of portfolios are built up using learning stories. ‘Learning Stories can construct learner identities in early childhood settings and schools’ Carr. M, Lee. W (2012).
Learning stories are a narrative form of assessment, which is an account of any significant experience in the child’s life as they happen. Usually written in the first person to get the best recount of what happened. 
Carr describes the difference between the tick box assessments and learning stories as a snapshot in time compared to full colour video. In addition to this it is record for the parents or caregivers to keep Brodie (2014). Which is supported by the Ministry of Education (2017 p63)’Assessment is both informal and formal. Informal assessment occurs in the moment’

This type of informal assessment has recently been incorporated into the new curriculum for Wales (2022) known as Progress Steps ‘Assessment should contribute to developing a holistic picture of the learner – their strengths, the ways in which they learn, and their areas for development’ 
It talks about the learner 3-16 years old, should encounter a journey of learning, and live through the four purposes rather than trying to achieve them as supported by Jones, D. & Waters, J. (2018)

Whilst trying to incorporate and understand the vast number of curricula from around the world. It can be difficult when governments, teachers, parents all have contrasting ideas for how to successfully help children develop. However, it is vital to remain open-minded about other opportunities and aspects of learning that could be incorporated into curricula which may help to build the teaching strategies of the setting. 
The main pedagogy when dealing with all curricula is summarised perfectly by Morton and Guerin (2017) ‘All students are recognized and valued as people who gain experiences and knowledge across many contexts.’


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.

When implementing a play-based curriculum it is important for the practitioner to firstly be aware and show some understanding of what a play-based curriculum is. 

So, what is a play-based curriculum? Simply put it is a curriculum that changes based on the children’s interests as they arise and adapting activities and areas to suit these. Some of the most common areas found within a foundation phase classroom are construction, role-play, sand and water, creative, writing, mathematics, reading, investigations. 
Alongside these extra areas can be created outside such as a mud kitchen, construction, water area. 

All these areas are used daily whether as a guided activity or through free play, however all would have some sort of provision available at them, whether continuous (a contestant aid for development and learning) or enhanced (an added extra based on the children’s current interest). 

It is key currently through this ever-changing child led curriculum that practitioners follow a teaching framework to enable he children to achieve goals and develop these skills through the play-based areas. 

This can be achieved by working closely with the available staff within the classroom. In Early Years settings there are multiple staff available (if funding allows) this however is an increasing issue as funding is becoming scarce and the availability of consistent and regular staff is decreasing. 

Unfortunately, Covid 19 had a huge part to play in these staffing inconsistencies due to isolation periods, staff being replaced for short time frames. 

‘Prior to the pandemic, there were long-term issues recruiting and retaining staff, especially highly qualified staff. This has been worsened by the pandemic’.Hobbs,A Bernard R (2021)

This therefore is beginning to affect children’s learning and development, Vygotsky believed that there are five areas of the world that shape children’s development; their families, communities, socioeconomic status, culture an education. Through Covid-19 there has been a significant strain and change to most of these areas for children, especially those who have Special Educational Needs (SEN).

Hobbs and Bernard (2021) stated that ‘Negative impacts on children’s development and mental health from changes in access to ECEC are more likely for disadvantaged children and children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), as well as vulnerable children’

 As well as the impacts on children’s development through this difficulty time frame, there has also been a strain on the children’s relationships with the staff. 
Staffing sadly is becoming inconsistent and the children who require extra support are struggling to bond with the ever-changing staff. Previously there may have been a time where an SEN child had a particular staff member allocated to them usually a Teaching Assistant (T.A).

[bookmark: _Int_PAGecBjK]‘TAs have a large amount of responsibility for supporting children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), a role which by default has become instructional in practice, and for which training, and preparation are rarely adequate’ Bowles, Radford & Bakopoulou (2017)

According to the Education Endowment Foundation, teaching assistants (T. A’S) currently comprise over ¼ of the mainstream school workforce, so it's not a shock that most relationships built in schools revolve around the support staff. 

Most mainstream settings funding dependent can have T. A’s in nearly every classroom if not multiple when there are children requiring extra support through Additional Learning Need (ALN) or Special Educational Need (SEN) requirements.

These staff members are vital to the development and support for these children, allowing them to access learning and skills they may not be able to access while in a mainstream setting, learn to understand and manage their feelings and behaviours. Building strong and secure relationships with the children is a key part of being a T.A. However there are times when having these strong relationships can become a hinderance as the child/ren could develop an attachment to that particular member of staff, as that person becomes their ‘secure base’ as stated by Van Der Kirk (1987) the child may feel that this person, and this person alone understands them and can protect them giving a sense of security through social environment and situations which is supported by Ainsworth (1989). 
These attachments can be thrown out of balance when changes occur such as staff shortages due to lack of funding, maternity leave or illness or a pandemic, alongside changes within the setting such as moving classrooms, a change of curriculum and a way of learning. 

These factors can have a massive negative impact on their learning and development as they may begin to refuse to work with the ever-changing staff members, 1:1 staff member could be covering maternity only, they may be an agency member who have only employed for a brief time. They may not want to work with someone that they do not have a connection with or feel safe with. 

 ‘Agency workers take time to fit in, however good they are, and there is no guarantee that the same individual will be back next time.’ Faux. K (2016)

The child/ren may feel uncomfortable in their unfamiliar environment or classroom (some settings duringCovid-19 had a designated area for key worker children) this may have confused and scared some children as it was not their usual setting. In turn this may cause the children’s behaviour to vary, they could act out, become disruptive or in complete opposition become completely withdrawn. 

This is unfortunately becoming in my opinion a more common occurrence and having impacts on children and staff throughout mainstream settings. Hopefully soon as the pandemic is beginning to calm and life is slowly returning to normal, schools will be able to rely less on agency and temporary staff and be able to employ staff on a continuous basis, not just to enable to the setting to progress but to help the children within their care, become the bet they can be with constant and consistent support and guidance. 
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