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1, Play based Early Years curricula.
When considering play as an integral part of early years curricular, the Welsh Government is at the forefront of understanding its importance with the belief that children have a fundamental right to be able to play, and well-being is improved by the enjoyment and satisfaction acquired through play (Welsh Government, 2014). The value of play is looked upon as an essential ingredient in the curriculum which should be both fun and stimulating. Welsh Government (2008) state within the 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 benefit by the support that active educational play provides.
Many countries have curricular standards yet very few include teaching through play based learning activities. A review undertaken by UNICEF revealed that out of 37 countries studied only one third was recognised as integrating playful learning (UNICEF, 2017). 
With that said children learning through play and hands on experiences as with the Foundation Phase is not unique to Wales. Math and Movement (2018) state Finland value play as an integral part of the school day with their model of education focussing on the importance of ‘play’ and ‘joy’ in education. Early Childhood Ireland (no date) echoes the importance of the play based curriculum in early years settings by saying that play is children’s way of learning and gives them an understanding of the world around them and that it is called a play-based curriculum because it involves a range of activities and learning approaches. It could be argued that the Reggio Emilia approach could also be placed under this umbrella with its focus on childhood experienced-based, play-based, and child-led learning (Rock, 2020).
The Early Childhood Curriculum of New Zealand ‘Te Whariki’ was introduced in 1996. Helen May and Margaret Carr of the University of Waikato and Tamati and Tilly Reedy, recommended by the National Te Kohanga Reo Trust were carefully chosen to develop the framework and content of the Mauri document. The Four principles in Te Whariki reflect a sociocultural approach to learning, drawing on the work of sociocultural theorists Vygotsky and Bruner (Ministry of Education, 2020). Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological-contextual model can be used to provide a framework for understanding how humans develop and emphasises the importance of relationships and whanaungatanga which can be described as a relationship through shared experiences and working together which provides people with a sense of belonging (Smith, 2017). 
Children’s development through play is facilitated through the four curriculum principles; Empowerment, Holistic development, Relationships and Family and Community (Ministry of Education 2020). ‘Children are competent and confident 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 (Ministry of Education, 2020)’.
The Foundation Phase equally draws on sociocultural pedagogy with the implementation of ‘Personal and Social Development, Wellbeing and Cultural Diversities’ being a vital area of learning and being placed at the core of its curriculum (Welsh Government, 2012).
The Foundation Phase curriculum is based on strands, values and principles. The Te Whariki curriculum is different to other international curriculums as it does not set guidelines for content or methods; it allows the teachers to weave their own Whariki (mat). This allows each setting to maintain its own methods of teaching children and provide enabling environments for them to learn and develop. ‘Te Whariki has enabled the diverse early childhood provisions to be maintained within one national curriculum’ (Alvestad et al, 2009). The downside of this teaching method and curriculum is the lack of standardisation. Teachers will have a diverse range of skills, attitudes and approaches to learning and so the children will all get a different experience in their learning. The approach to allowing teachers to create their own curriculum could be detrimental if the teacher is inexperienced, not very confident in their own abilities or not very creative in their delivery. However, Donaldson (2015) believes this form of education to be the way forward with the new Successful Futures curriculum allowing practitioners to deliver learning with a more meaningful delivery by developing their own ‘pupil offer’ and engaging children by broadening their experiences in line with the curriculum’s four purposes therefore encouraging ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, conﬁdent individuals whilst running in line with the schools own approach to the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015).
Social Care Wales (2020) suggests that the role of the practitioner in the Foundation Phase is to implement and ensure children’s education through experiential and creative play through both directed and self-directed play activities. Implementation of the Foundation Phase has become increasingly more difficult due to staff cuts being imposed in all schools in Wales as the budget for the Foundation Phase has been reduced. Whereby the recommended ratio of 1:8 is defined as being critical for its appropriate delivery, it has now become an unrealistic target (Welsh Government, 2015). This has impacted not only on the education of children but also on their health and wellbeing. 




















2, Methods of assessment 
The Foundation Phase assessment is a key part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF), the Foundation Phase Profile (the profile) supports assessment of children’s learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase. Its main purpose is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which aligns with end of phase outcomes. Through the use of observations and formative assessments, the profile supports practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum for all children. The profile has been designed to line up with assessments carried out by health professionals and also supports early identification of possible developmental delay, special educational needs (SEN), or additional learning needs (ALN); this will ensure support is given to children who need it. The assessments gathered as part of the profile will provide useful information for all stakeholders in children’s learning and development; supporting transitions between settings and schools (Welsh Government, 2017). 
School’s curriculums in Wales are changing, although the Foundation Phase principles are good outcomes they are too general and show a lack of child centred approach. Additionally, concerns were raised about standards and poor results in international PISA tests. The Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (2018) voices that these results indicate the quality and equity of learning outcomes attained around the world, and tells what students know and can do. Ministers are hoping the change will pay dividends by aiding better results (BBC, 2019). The BBC news report there will still be annual national reading and numeracy tests for seven to fourteen year olds, however Professor Graham Donaldson advised there should be less testing involved in the future (BBC, 2019).
The Senedd are due to introduce a new proposed curriculum and assessment Bill during 2020 (Welsh Government, 2020). The proposed progression steps will have a broad relation to age allowing pace for progression to differ for each learner with the end result being the same. Progression and assessment will be placed at the heart of the design; it has been suggested that support deep in learning assessment will be the key in identifying if children need extra support or recognising the need for next steps to be put in place for progression in learning (Crown, 2011).
The purpose of assessment is a crucial question in establishing how assessments are developed and used. The National Foundation for Education Research (2020) claim that assessments are designed for a number of reasons: to provide opportunities to analyse areas of learning that require further development and consolidation, to provide performance data on pupils to enable measurement of attainment and monitoring of progress, to provide value-added data, to monitor national standards over time and to inform professional development and training for teachers.
It could be argued that teachers are under too much pressure to provide sufficient outcomes and ‘age related norms’ results, with not enough attention being paid to the wellbeing of the child and the effect that any Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) can have on their development. Neil Carmichael, chair of the education committee, said: “many of the negative effects of assessment in primary schools are caused by the use of results in the accountability system rather than the assessment system itself” (Weale, 2017).
 When the Foundation Phase was rolled out into early childhood educational settings it was seen as a radical departure from the more formal National Curriculum competency based approach (Welsh Government, 2014). However it could be questioned if assessment for children within the change of curriculum has been fair and making comparisons to educational systems with a more formal curriculum was in fact relevant, as these assessment do not take into account the wellbeing of the child, which in light of changes in society and ACES in particular, being at the forefront of practitioner’s minds, would, as pointed out by Parekh (2017), be problematic in outcomes of national and international testing schemes.
It has been suggested that ACEs can have a detrimental effect on a child’s learning and increase the probability of behavioural issues as well a mental health issues raising an issue in later life (Crouch et al. 2018). Educational outcomes are impacted by trauma at an early age; findings suggest that children who have experienced trauma are at significant risk of memory loss, attention and language, poorer academic performance and school-related behaviours such as poor attendance and a lack of discipline (Maynard et al, 2017). Therefore assessment should take ACEs into consideration for a true reflection of how a child is progressing.
In a survey conducted in 2016 by The Key, a national school support service, it was highlighted that in the time of SATS being taken; stress, anxiety and panic attacks had increased in more than three quarters (78%) of primary schools (Weale, 2017).
As each child is unique, observations are an essential part of assessment; as individual talents, competencies, strengths or weaknesses can be identified (Early Years Matters, 2020). By using this 'observing what a child is learning approach', assessment is fair and can be supportive of all children regardless of any additional learning needs, cultural differences or background. McLeod (2018) stresses the importance of Play as an essential ingredient in children's assessment likewise the use of the environment indoors and out and learning by discovery; teachers should not assume that only what is measurable is valuable. This will ensure a holistic attitude towards a child centred approach for future planning.
Successful Futures emphasises the importance of both self and peer-assessment. The former enables children to take more responsibility for their learning and equips them to become lifelong learners who can assess their own progress and anticipate their next steps. Peer-assessment is useful for pupils because it requires them to pursue a deeper understanding of the nature of the learning they’re evaluating. Another emerging approach Donaldson recommends is online ‘adaptive testing’. This has the advantage of dynamically modifying the level of difficulty in the arrangement of questions to account for patterns in responses, and as such lends itself well to formative testing.
To ensure these and other assessment techniques are applied consistently and coherently, Donaldson supports the OECD’s recommendation that ‘a nationally agreed assessment and evaluation framework’ be developed (Assessment Foundation, 2017).
Pre-set milestones are not used to assess children’s learning and development in the Te Whariki curriculum. Instead teachers are encouraged to understand the abilities of children during play, by what they are trying to achieve and what their possibilities may be. 
Assessment is used simply to motivate and support the children to reach their full potential (Veazy, 2018). Te Whariki respects the Maori Pedagogy principles within its curricular with admiration shown to Maori knowledge, skills and attitudes. Teachers ‘Kaiako’, have a clear understanding of their roles and responsibilities whilst planning and assessing social and cultural learning experiences (New Zealand Government, 2016).
The New Zealand Government (2016) describe assessment as being all about the children’s learning within a Māori learning context, ensuring that there are aims for children’s learning. Assessment is based on knowledge and interaction of the world and is observation based during everyday practice. 
A ‘learning stories’ approach is used in the holistic Te Whariki curriculum as it places the learner at the heart of the process. Children’s learning experiences are documented by means of photographs, pictures and stories which build an account of the child’s development. The child’s story is then shared and discussed with family to give the child a sense of value whilst reflecting on their learning and achievements; enabling a better understanding for the adults providing the programme and families about the child’s learning styles and preferences (Veazy, 2018). It should be noted however that the ‘Learning Stories’ method of assessment, however valuable a tool it provides, is not governed by any regulations, and whilst the 2011 ECE licencing criteria requires settings to engage in assessment, no guidelines are in place as to how or when practitioners should be engaging in these practices (Cameron et al. no date).
 The Italian originated Reggio Emilia Approach uses a system called ‘projettare’, which bases its curriculum on observing and responding to a group of children and their communities (Moyles, 2010). This, as with the Early Childhood Curriculum Te Whariki, places similar values in association to early childhood education; recognising each child’s individuality, communication skills and competence.
Dabell (2018) suggests that only children can ‘do’ the learning, practitioners can provide resources, engineer discussions, offer scaffolding learning, and provide guidance however the child must gain the ability to self-assess by drawing on a range of strategies and acquire the skill to reflect on their own learning. Children who self-assess in this way are confident and motivated to learn. 
To conclude, assessment within Early Years Curricular must take all factors in to consideration to accommodate a diverse society, promoting equity as well as equality, It is essential practitioners realise the importance of their role in the assessing of children and have a good understanding and knowledge of the individuality of learners.
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Why are home corners “home corners”?
Many early years practitioners often refer to the role play area as a “home corner”. This blog will explore why this may be so and should it have a more modern day approach.
[image: Our Grocery Store in our Play and Pretend center. The Corner ...] (Young, n.d.)
The home corner is traditionally seen as the most appropriate role play scenario as children in the last few decades would spend the majority of their time within the home setting, however in modern society the trend is rapidly changing. 
Parents, in particular mothers, are feeling pressured into returning to work shortly after having their children. Statistics show the 75% of mothers in the U.K are now in employment, a rise of 10% in the last twenty years (Office for National Statistics, 2019). This means children are no longer spending large amounts of their time within the family home. Childcare may take place in any number of settings during the working week, with no particular daily routine to follow. Childcare settings range from crèches and childminders to extended family members, each with a unique stance on early years play and development.
Early Years play differs vastly from setting to setting albeit a childminders, grandparents or nursery so role play areas need to incorporate all kinds of opportunities for the children to invent and reinvent their own experiences. 
A large majority of children are now starting their day at a setting by 8.30am with wrap-around care then in place until 6pm. The “home” experience is no longer a typical scenario for children to base their roleplay on. Perhaps a more widely occurring situation, such as a supermarket, may be a more suitable theme for the role play area. Harries (2009) states that one of the earliest experiences of the wider world for many young children, is a visit to the local supermarket with their parents to do the weekly shop. Families, with increasing financial and time pressures, tend to do smaller daily shops instead of the large fortnightly shop of days gone by. Other pressures on family life have also seen the decline of sitting down together to eat a meal, with this in mind children would be able to role play shopkeeper and store easier than recreating a family mealtime scenario within the home. 
Practitioners must have the ability to not only be creative but encourage creativity and imagination in a way that is relatable to the modern child, taking into account cultural and religious beliefs and diverse family structures. Simmons (2018) suggests that the role play area should be 'general, or ‘deconstructed’, where the children lead the ideas and find, make and choose the agenda and props'. By making the role-play area open ended the children are able to freely use their imaginations without the parameters surrounding them defining the play for them. By changing the home corner into something else, it can allow children to extend their learning and understanding of many different aspects of society, occupations and culture (Kimberley, 2016).
Role play allows a child to re-enact real life experiences and share situations they feel comfortable in whilst entering a world of endless imaginative possibilities thus giving them an understanding of the world and a sense of belonging. Homan (2016) states that role-play is children 'essentially experimenting with the social and emotional roles of life.' Having a 'home corner' could place some children in a disadvantaged position whereby some of their peers are role-playing the typical 'family' scene, but for some children this could create a heightened emotional state as their experiences at home differ significantly. Some children may not have a suitable role model at home on whom to base their play on resulting in socially unacceptable play and out casting by their peers. 
The world is changing and yet children are still being offered the same home corner set up that has been in place for the last 30 years. Beeley (n.d) states that 'we need to take a step back and question whether the real-life role-play experiences we are providing our children with are really ‘real life’ for them or merely an echo of childhoods gone by.' Whatever role-play themes and experiences children are offered, be it a home corner or supermarket, it must be relevant, accessible and reflect those who are undertaking the play.
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