Early Years Curriculum Assignment

Section 1
Play is crucial to a child’s development and learning journey, as recognised by the Welsh Government (2014). As recognised by the Welsh Government and Welsh Commissioner of Wales, article 31 of the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child) states that every child has a right to play and that children should be able to explore this as a crucial part of their education and development (Holland, 2018). Issac’s (1993) describes play as being the way in which children learn about life.  This assignment will explore the importance of the curriculum and the implementation of play and the significance this has on a child’s learning. 
Many people ask, what is a play-based curriculum? The Education Endowment Foundation (2023) describe a play-based curriculum as being an opportunity for children to explore  and learn in their own way. This could be by self-directed play or guided play, but either way, the child can explore and be as inquisitive about a variety of different topics. Self-directed play has been commonly known to promote confidence, imagination and problem solving (Montessori School, 2020), as well as cognitive and social development benefits (White Paper, 2017 and Vygotsky, 1978). The idea of a play implemented approach is not a new idea. Frobel (1922) stated that children learn best this way as they can truly explore the world. Although play as a whole can be seen as one huge topic, there are different ways in which play based curricula’s can be implemented. The first type of play is self – directed and children can often be seen as their own leaders in learning (Samuelsson and Johansson, 2006). Children have the opportunity, through self-directed play to be able to be as inquisitive, curious and adventurous as possible which has many benefits, as supported by Piaget (1930). However, adult led learning is used most within practise today as practitioners encourage children to progress within certain areas of their learning (National Strategies, 2009). Although the adult is directing the learning, practitioners still use objects and interests based around the child’s self-directed play to encourage and interest them. A play – based approach is extremely important to promote positive mental health and behaviours from the children as they can be resilient and choose how much time and effort they put into certain areas of play (Cambridge International Education, 2014). 

The Department of Education (2008) recognise that play is such an important and crucial aspect to a child’s learning journey, that’s why the Foundation Phase Curriculum was first introduced, to promote a healthy balance of play and learning. Issacs (1993) spoke about how important it is for everyone surrounding the child to be as positive and promote learning through play too. However, studies have shown that play-based learning is not present in many aspects of the curriculum today (Hapidin, 2020). Studies from around the world also suggest their curriculums are similar. For example, in Washington, studies have shown that children’s skills have decreased significantly within 5 years compared to peers previously due to the curricula becoming more of an academic approach and not a play approach (Kathy,2016). This is why, in 2020, the Welsh Government introduced the New Curriculum which focuses on children’s development and well-being (National Day Nurseries Association, 2021). It is important that throughout the process of the new curriculum that we have enabling adult’s (Welsh Government, 2023) that understand that every child is different and unique and will learn in their own way.  The Welsh Government (2023) also discusses how effective learning environments can be for children’s holistic developments. It is important that as part of the new curriculum that all enabling adults are continuously assessing the effectiveness of the settings of which they are in for the children’s benefits. The Welsh Government invited OCED to take an assessment in regard to the implantation of the new curriculum. The initial vision of the new curriculum is based on four ideas which bare, ambition, enterprising, ethically informed and healthy. All learning within the new curriculum is built to promote holistic development and learning. Research is now showing many significant improvements in the new curriculum in comparison to the foundation phase since the implementation. In 2006, when the Foundation Phase was in place, Wales scored below average for the PISA tests which is below OCED’s average (2007). However, in 2018, the results of the PISA tests showed a varied amount of improvement, (OCED, 2019). Although it is now statutory requirement to follow the New Curriculum, initial rollout of certain aspects of the new curriculum started rollout in September 2015 (BBC,2014). This research suggests that the new curriculum is in fact having an improvement on the children’s learning and development today. It is important now that practitioners use the new curriculum to implement more play-based learning so children will benefit more significantly mentally and conically  (National Strategies, 2009). 
In conclusion, now we have moved from providing children with the Foundation phased curriculum into the new curriculum that we will have many more benefits for the children throughout. There are now better studies in which suggest that play based curriculums are better suited to children within the early years as it provides every child with the opportunity to explore their passions and interests through doing so. It is important that practitioners continue to remember the importance of holistic development and that we continue to provide a play based curriculum so that children have the opportunity to develop. The move from the foundation phase now means that practitioners can now start concentrating on children’s strengths and weaknesses in comparison to the constant learning cycle of milestones and the expectation of meeting certain criteria before a certain age. The new curriculum now provides the opportunity to develop and learn in new ways such as play. Practitioners should continue to support children throughout the new curriculum so that children can have the best possible outcomes within their further education and futures aswell as further developing their skills. 


Section 2 
The concept of the Unique Child refers to the idea that every child is different from the next and that all children have their own personal capabilities and needs to be met (Early Years Matters, 2023). All children develop in their own time and have their own strengths and weaknesses to develop (Birth to Five Matters, 2021). This is why the idea of the new curriculum works towards the idea of the unique child as there is an opportunity for schools to create a bespoke curriculum which suits and tailors to the needs of their children (Childrens Commissioner for Wales, 2023). Teachers TV (2015) discusses how all children should be within a child centered practise where play is the forefront of their development and learning. This concept is allowing and encouraging the children to engage and learn in their own way, not forgetting the positive effects it will have on their self-esteem (Teachers TV, 2015; DfE, 2010). 
Throughout a child’s learning journey, a variety of different assessments can often be used in order for the practitioner to have an understanding of each child’s development and pace. One very common and the most popular form of assessment on children is observations. This type of observation is thought to have been one of the most important types of assessment as you are able to visually see and document what is taking place. West Sussex County Council (2021) discuss how observations should take place both spontaneously and planned so that you can observe a child in a different light. For example, the child you may observe on a planned observation may perform and act very differently in comparison to another day where you may do it spontaneously. It is important to view children in all angles so we can discover and work out what is best for them and their needs. Another enabling aspect is the relationship with the enabling adult and the positive relationship in which the child and practitioner have (Birth to Five Matters, 2021). If a child feels as though they are having there needs listened and answered too, then the child will feel more inclined and confident to try something new or get better at something as they will feel as though they are believed in. Considering the enabling environment is crucial too. The setting that both the child and practitioner are in should feel welcoming and explorative (Early Years Alliance, 2019). The positives aspects to observing children within the setting is that you have an opportunity to checklist body language and developmental growth and keep a track of what you are seeing. Practitioners also have the ability to plan the observation and focus on what children are needed to be seen doing and document it for the next time, which suggests that they can plan in advance to tick off certain criteria’s and tasks. However, observation assessments can also be looked down upon and be seen negatively by many practitioners. Practitioners argue that by completing observation assessments, they are not always inclusive to children with additional leaning needs (ALN) who may not always be able to complete certain tasks or have the same capabilities to act the way other children may (Early Childhood Support Services, 2018). Another aspect negative to conducting observation assessments is that, like most adults, children often have anxieties, worries and bad days of their own. On the day in which practitioners decide to conduct their assessment, children may not be feeling up to certain activities, tasks, or even wanting to interact with children in the same way to which they usually would. This suggests that they may not show their true capabilities in comparison to their stereotypical ‘good’ day. However, Harcombe (N/A) discusses in the importance of completing observations within the settings without the child being aware it is taking place. This way you are allowing the child to feel comfortable within their enabling environment without feeling the pressure of being observed or even feeling self-conscious or anxious. Harcombe (N/A) also discusses how observations that are known to be child-led in comparison to adult-led allow the children to freely explore the task in which they are completing without the pressure or interference of a practitioner. This way, they may complete the task at hand their own way, without prompts or ques from practitioners observing them. Smialek (2022) also supports the idea of child – led observations being beneficial towards their development. Smialek (2022) suggests that adult-led observations does not allow the child to complete the task in their own way. Suggesting that adults have much more control over the observation than they should. On the other hand, child-led observations give the children more opportunity to build confidence in the tasks they are completing and perseverance. 
Next, another common form of observing a child’s learning is through developmental milestones. The British Association for Early Childhood Education (2014) discuss the benefits of childhood milestones such as personal, social, physical and communication skills being achieved throughout their ages. Throughout a child’s time within a setting, practitioners use the idea of developmental milestones to observe children playing and interacting with other children and practitioners within the setting. As recognised by the British Association for Early Childhood Education (2014), it is beneficial that all children within the setting have an appropriate practitioner and enabling environment to promote their holistic development whilst working towards successfully completing these milestones. The Centres for Control and Prevention (N/A) discusses that developmental milestones are the most positive and beneficial way to track development in young children. Developmental milestones, however, can often be seen negatively by some practitioners. Society has an idealistic view that all children should reach certain milestones by a certain age. For example British Association for Early Childhood Education (2014) state how children between the ages of 30-40 months should be hitting milestones such as understanding different objects, understanding instructions given to them and playing catch. However, every child is unique which means that not all children will be able to hit these milestones as quickly as some of the other children might. Societies expectation on children reaching these milestones do not always support children with additional learning needs (ALN) or children from certain cultures or backgrounds. 
Yet another common form of assessment used to identify a child’s development id a learning journey. According to Learning Book (2020),  a learning journey is completed within a child’s setting with a practitioner and within this book is a journey of everything they do whilst within the setting and environment. For example, lots of evidence Is gathered such as pictures, which shows their development within the enabling environment and setting. Often, practitioners allow the children to complete ‘all about me’ pages in which they share their likes and dislikes, who their friends and family are, favourite colours and pets. Quite often, children have the opportunity top create drawings of their activities and self-portraits to personalise their book and allow the children to feel an accomplishment in their learning. By children having opportunities like this to complete learning journey books, already children are showing creativity and co-operation skills. As identified by many practitioners, there are many benefits through the idea of leaning journals. The first benefit being that you are allowing the children to feel included in their successes by encouraging them to joi8n in and document their progress (Educator, 2022). Taking pictures and documenting what is happening within the moment also creates a better picture of the child’s skills and capabilities. Nursery World (2020) also talk of the benefits in which learning journey provides with the connection to and from home. Learning journeys allow parents to feel included on the journey with their children and also allows them to evaluate and learn their child’s abilities and weaknesses. This gives the parent or caregiver the opportunity to work on certain developments or points at home. On the other hand, there are also seen to be some negative aspects to learning journeys too by some practitioners. Early Years (2016) talk about how time-consuming making learning journeys can be within settings. Some sites in which the children attend may have a much larger group of children in attendance in comparison to other nurseries which suggests that they may be better suited to smaller settings. Other negatives that are often considered about learning journey’s is that some practitioners may choose only certain aspects of information or pictures to include, which does not allow other practitioners or parents to see the whole process or picture. Another negative to learning journeys is that although pictures may be taken of a child completing or participating in certain activities, the learning journeys will not always be completed when they were taken place, and also depending on which practitioner observed or witnessed the event taken place. This means that not all information being document may be as accurate as it could be, or practitioners could have varied opinions on how and when certain activities pictured took place. 
In conclusion, it is important to consider that when observing a child’s development, it is crucial to remember the concept of the unique child as all children learn at different time scales or learn in different ways. A varied use of different assessments work different for each setting, which is dependent on the children you have within your environment, as some may have additional learning needs. The size of settings and staff numbers are also dependent on what assessments are appropriate to use too as it may not always be sufficient to use one type of assessment. 

Part 3 
What is the importance of play within our curriculum?

Play is considered to be an extremely important concept to a child’s learning as this is the way in which they learn to see the world (Vygotsky, 1966). Children learn many skills through the form of play that stay with them for life, and continue to develop as they mature and get older. For example, children are instantly taught how to socialise within settings as there are many other children playing and learning around them. Children learn patience and compassion whilst socialising. When children are painting or drawing, they are already using their imagination and developing their creativity without us even realising they are doing so. It’s crucial that as practitioners, we continue to promote play within our enabling environments. The focus point of being a practitioner should not just be milestones that we are expecting our children to reach, but it should be about promoting their right to explore and play freely and explore within an environment in which they are safe to do so (Early Childhood, 2022). Children learn best within settings that promote the right of play and enabling adults that encourage them to explore. Berkley News (2014) conducted a research project within Jamaica, which consisted of visiting schools in which children were to encourage to play, only to sit and learn. The researchers sent out a team of trained practitioners who encouraged all kinds of play to go in and work with the children, practitioners and families of these children to encourage play within their curriculum and promised everyone that they would see the benefits. Years passed and researchers revisited the same schools in which they had previously visited years ago. With no shock, practitioners within the school had continued to promote play, indoors and outdoors and could not believe the difference it had made with the children growing up and maturing. When visiting the children that had previously been involved in the study, it was said to have increased their later life skills by a shocking amount (Their World, 2023). This study shows us as a country that play is such a crucial importance within our curriculum as it made such a difference to other countries. Like the above study. Within our settings, it is important that we continuously consider the importance of the enabling environment surrounding the children to ensure they have the best setting to be able to freely explore and learn through all forms of play, such as outdoor play. All settings should support all children’s needs and individuality as all children learn differently from the next child. There should be open ended opportunities for children to explore a variety of different forms of play so that they can find their strengths and weaknesses, in which practitioners can then encourage development. Without play being a structure for our children’s growth and development, then we would not be able to notice no where near as enough of our child’s strengths and the things that need to be worked on. Birth to Five Matters (2021), discuss the huge advantage and benefits from outdoor play too. They discuss how it allows children to build confidence within themselves and learn boundaries, which is crucial to their later development. Within my own setting, we have set day every week in which we take the children outside and allow them to in awe and wonder explore the setting. We as a setting are extremely lucky to have a woodland on our site so one week, we took the children in their wellies and allowed them to run around exploring. Throughout that experience, I could not believe the excitement on the children’s faces as they were picking up acorns, leaves and even slugs. Questions started to come piling in such as “where does rain come from miss”, and “why is the grass green”. It was incredible, as a practitioner myself to see the benefits to this outdoor adventure. The questions and curiosities in which they were all experiencing was incredible. The Government (2023) further suggests outdoor play as a crucial part of the learning curriculum as there are known to be many more benefits. Another important concept when we refer to play within the curriculum is that if we encourage learning through play within the curriculum, we are helping and aiding children to have a positive learning experience throughout their schooling journey (brightwheel, 2022). Children will learn through play their interests which begins building stepping stones into their later careers. Children will begin to find a passion and enjoyment from certain topics, which could be their later career. Practitioners and the government are beginning to understand the positive outcome play curriculums create. This is why as settings for early years children, we need to continue proving open ended opportunities for children to play, such as dress up areas, arts and crafts, reading corners, mud kitchens and many more. Nickelson (1972), came up with the theory of loose parts which suggests that as practitioners we should encourage children to play with a variety of random objects and materials and allow them to explore them in any way in which they benefit and explore through. For example, within my own setting, we often sit the children down for circle time. Within this time, we pass around a box in which consists of a variety of materials ranging from fabrics, outdoor materials and textures. You would not believe the curiosity and imagination that play brings these children. Within my time in the setting I have had children approach me with different bits of fabric, encouraging me to wear it as a hat or a dress, children also pretending that the little stalks on the acorns are cups and having a tea party. This truly does show the positives of allowing the children to freely explore within each of their settings. The new curriculum is now a chance for us as practitioners to teach and provide our children within our settings with a better, more understood curriculum which suits there needs and uniqueness. 
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