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Early Years Curricula
Part one: Critically Analyse the Implementation of play-based Early Years Curricula
One of the main question’s that is asked by many practitioners is ‘how do we define play?’. As Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2007) suggests, the word play sends many mixed messages to the practitioners and therefore the concept is not fully understood. Wood and Attfeild (2005) agree suggesting that the word ‘play’ cannot be defined in a single word as it ranges depending on the context. This is shown in the foundation phase handbook (2008) that suggests practitioners need to facilitate several types of play including ‘free play’, ‘structured play with clear aims’ and ‘well planned play’ all of which do not have clear differentiations between them. 
Play is so critically important to all children in the development of their physical, social, mental, emotional, and creative skills that society should seek every opportunity to support it and create an environment that fosters it.                                           
                                                    (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002, pp.3)
Juster (2015) explains how play can be seen as self-directed as it allows children to gain control over the themes of their play as well as involving their own ideas and interests. This links with the UNCRC article 31 that states every child has the right to play (Unicef, no date). Despite this, Maynard, Water, and Clement (2013) found that in the Foundation Phase profile, self-directed play was describes as being free and natural within an educational environment with an adult involved as the facilitator. As Brown (2013) suggests, child-led play should be a relaxed and fun experience for children with practitioners having a non-judgmental approach so children can build their confidence during play whilst offering them environment that allows them to find out by their interests and abilities. Juster (2015) acknowledges that practitioners should offer a child a safe space to learn and grow in.
In more recent years, play has been seen to involve adults as well as the child, however, there is evidence that children question the play activity if an adult is present (McInnes et al., 2013 ). Evidence shows in a study that the children in setting A who did see adult presence during their play were presented with many more open ended questions and language that gave the children choice in the play-based activity but in setting B the practitioners had planned for adult-led and child-led activities, however, the majority of the learning found to be adult-led and the child-led activities would be left for the children to do themselves (McInnes et al., 2011). Bruce (Bruce, Bredikyte, and Hakkarainen, 2017) describes Froebel’s understanding of play and how initially it involved adult involvement but soon began to realise the understanding that adults had towards their involvement and therefore concluded the need for important quality training for early years practitioners. 
As suggested by the OECD (2012) what was needed for children to learn and develop was for the practitioners to have grasped the strong concept of building upon a child’s knowledge and scaffolding their learning. They go on to say that the children’s learning outcomes will be better achieved the more better extended training the practitioner has had. This links with Froebel’s evidence. Howes and Tsae (2012) agree with this idea as they found a skilful educator to be someone who creates positive relationships between the child and the practitioner to therefore create meaningful learning experiences. 
Having said this, not all practitioners had been given this training to become skilful educators and therefore the foundation phase is required change in order to better support this (Maynard et al., 2013). During an early evaluation of the Foundation Phase, the results found that further support was required to develop play-based pedagogies within the early years (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2007). According to Waters (2016), both the stocktake and the foundation phase evaluations agree that there needs to be more training and guidance for early years educators in order for the foundation phase to be implemented appropriately and as stated by Marais and Meier (2004), training should be guided by the experiences of the child. However, Waters (2016) does argue that due to lack of funds, less training may not be given to the early years practitioners that need it and therefore staff lack knowledge and understanding of the current curricula.  
Many researchers believe that adults need to know when it is vital for them to be present in the child’s play especially when allowing a child to take risks during their play. This includes the Reggio Emilia approach that suggests children should be given control over the activities they participate in during their time in the setting and with this outlook children have been given greater freedom and therefore their learning and development has excelled (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011). EDCHAT (2013) explains how a child’s safety could be questioned if the adult was not in sight to gain support from if something to go wrong or ask questions to if they have stumbled upon a problem. This supports Smitd (2015) who found asking children questions would help scaffold the child’s development so that they acquired the knowledge and skills to achieve it by themselves. Early years practitioners need to have the knowledge to build these essential relationships with children and form strong bonds that children feel they can allow the adult into their play without disrupting it (Trodd and Dickerson, 2019). Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs suggest that having an adult present is vital part of children fulfilling their achievements. His theory explains how for children to reach his idea of ‘self-actualization’, they need have gained support from the educations around them including practitioners, family and friends (Kraussel, 2018).
Children learn well about risk-taking through being in the outdoors. As an early years theorist, Piaget (1976) argues that the environment a child is placed in has a significant effect on their overall learning and development as well as the play they participate in. MacQuarrie, Nugent, and Warden (2015) agrees with this as they found the spaces children are exposed to from being in the outdoors is extremely beneficial in terms of a child’s physical development as they are able to refine their gross motor skills from being in a bigger space. In contrast to this, Waite (2011) found that a percentage of people believed the outdoors was not enough to fully educate children. Te Whariki (2017) cited by the New Zealand Government (no date) highly emphasises the Reggio Emilia approach which believes the outdoors is essential for a child’s development as it inspires their imagination and is based on the child’s interests and relationships. In comparison, settings within Wales may not have the funding to build and create outdoor spaces for children to learn in whereas New Zealand has a vast amount of outdoor spaces in their settings which means children can have access the outdoors at all times. In the foundation phase handbook (2009) it suggests that children are expected to meet certain developmental levels by a certain age or time-scale.
Donaldson (2015) states that the foundation phase curriculum is seen as on of the ‘best things’ and a ‘strength’ to have within the Welsh education system. But with this still comes with limitations to implementing the foundation phase curriculum including the lack of funding provided for early years settings (OCED, 2017). OCED (2017) also discusses how a lack of funding results in schools being unable to reach a child’s developmental needs because of lack of equipment and resources that are needed, for example, a sufficient outdoors space for child to explore. Waters (2016) believes that a lack of funding may also affect the way a practitioner feels and acts towards a child due to them feeling as if they do not receive a sufficient enough pay to facilitate the needs a child requires. 
To conclude this section, it is difficult to understand what the word ‘play’ means without a clear definition and therefore practitioners are unable to facilitate the foundation phase correctly without further training (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012). The requirement of further training comes with limitations such as a lack of funding and poor pay to the practitioners which results in children not receiving the appropriate play-based learning. 
Part two: Considering the ‘Unique Child’, Critically Evaluate Methods of Assessment, Progress Tracking and Age or Stage Related Development Models
Every Child Matters (2005) portrays every child as being ‘Unique’ and that children all have their own individual qualities and skills that make them different to one another. Therefore, this fits in with the Foundation Phase as it explains that practitioners should plan and care for each individual child based on them developing at different speed and children should be given the time and space to develop in their own individual and unique pace (Welsh Government, 2015). The Welsh Assembly Government (2009) agrees with this as they believe the practitioners should follow the curriculum which is planned to meet the needs of every individual child. 
The 
Research shows how play-based learning can vary between the age groups because younger children may want to participate in resources that mainly involve themselves and not other peers. This is important for practitioners to consider when planning activities due to the fact that some children may feel more comfortable learning solitarily when in the setting so therefore practitioners should respect this by not forcing activities that involve groups of children (Lai et al., 2018). Sir Ken Robinson (2010) agrees believing that children develop at different rates due to their age and therefore some prefer to work in groups or pairs whereas some prefer to work on their own. On the other hand, children who do not perform individually could be due to feeling more relaxed when being around others so therefore practitioners to cater to this so the children can comfort each other and also, they encouraged each other to discover concepts that they may not have found individually (Williams, 2017). Smidt (2018) suggests that the theorist Vygotsky discovered that as children grew, their learning became more sociable so some would start to prefer group and partner work the older they got. Drummond (2011) believe that children’s developmental levels are all different and because of this, practitioners need to assess them based on their own individual uniqueness so they can teach them in the way the child learns best. 
Although, Logsdon (2022) believes that grouping children who practitioners feel are on the same ability level will help children to scaffold their learning through listening and learning from their peers resulting in their knowledge being extended. However, limitations affect the ability of this to be a successful approach in the early years. According to Duhn (2012), Te Whariki uses a bicultural approach in their curriculum which educates and allows children to celebrate other cultures as well as gain a strong understanding of their own. Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory suggests that a child’s culture and background can have an impact on their development and the way in which they learn (McLeod, 2022).
Smitd (2015) found that assessing each child would help practitioners identify the strengths and weaknesses of the child’s developmental stage. However, as stated by Bruce (2014) it is crucial for a child to feel relaxed and for the activity to be something that is based on that child’s individual interests otherwise assessing the child may not give the child’s best results due to getting bored and therefore not receive the adequate resources needed for their development. This links to Howard and McInnes evidence as they believe ‘’when children practiced the task in a situation they felt was play, their performance was significantly improved’’ (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p. 738). Smitd (2015) also found that Vygotsky had a similar view that practitioners would see a child at their best when conducting an activity that they feel relaxed in and perceive as play.
In order to group and assess children successfully based on their achievements, early years practitioners use a Programme for International Student Assessment which is also known as PISA and in recent results has shown that Wales was the lowest scoring country in the UK based on maths, reading and science (Wightwick, 2016). Using the foundation phase profile as a practitioner has benefits due to the range of information given to support judgments made by the practitioner based on the child’s current learning and developmental stage (Welsh Government, 2017). It also gives information that helps practitioners to view children as an individual which will support educators to put in place a holistic approach that will help meet the child’s needs and interests (Welsh Government, 2017).
To conclude this section, it has been proven by researchers like raising children (2022) that children learn best through unstructured play which gives children freedom to explore their interests. Many have found that an adult’s interaction with a child may affect the child’s perception on whether they are participating in play or not but through open-ended questions asked by the facilitating adult, it allows children to take control of their play and keep the play based on their interests (McInnes et al., 2013). Vygotsky also believed that adult involvement had a positive effect on a child as the practitioner was able to offer useful resources that the child may need to complete the activity to their best ability (Cayli, 2015). This links with the Welsh Government (2015) which discuss one of the four purposes of the curriculum to Wales is to create healthy and confident individuals who form positive relationships with those around them. 
Part three: The importance of adults realising the benefits that come with outdoor learning and implementing it in the early years setting
During my time as an early years practitioner, I have always questioned why a percentage of other practitioners and parents who care for children do not see and understand the benefits to outdoor learning and consider the opportunities that outdoor learning provides for the children in many different ways. 
The Welsh Government (2015) suggests that within the foundation phase, both the indoors and outdoors should be implemented as part of the learning environment for children with guidelines on how this can be achieved in various ways by the practitioners. However, it was quickly acknowledged by the foundation phase evaluation (2015)  how little percentage of practitioners used the outdoor environment as an extended learning environment with statistics showing that only 34% of practitioners used the outdoors on a daily basis. A big reason for this being due the weather conditions noted by practitioners (Welsh Government, 2015). 
The outdoors provides children with many benefits as discussed in the foundation phase outdoors handbook (2009) who say it gives children opportunities to be creative and learn about different smells, sounds, textures, and the weather through being in this unique learning environment. Children are also able to experience nature first-hand and improve physically as well as social development with their peers (Foundation phase outdoors handbook, 2009). This is agreed by the Welsh Government (2015) as they believe the outdoors brings a fun, exciting and safe area that promotes children’s curiosity and development and help them become healthy, confident individuals and valued members of society. There is a huge emphasis in the foundation phase on the use of the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning. 
Tovey (2017) explains Froebel’s theory behind creating a ‘kindergarten’ which involved an outdoor space for children to learn and explore with knowledgeable practitioners present to help facilitate the children’s ideas whilst being out in the natural environment. Pound (2008) agrees with this as they believe the role of the adult in the early years is to facilitate the outdoor area as an positive area to learn and discover in. Wisby (2021) suggests that Montessori has a similar theory with the emphasis on using loose parts and natural objects as a part of play which can be found being in an outdoor learning environment. 
It is important to mention that the outdoors is stated as an essential part of the Foundation phase and not an extra that practitioners can pick to use (Foundation phase outdoor learning handbook (2009). Therefore, this questions why many practitioners are still not using the outdoor environment as they should be. The foundation phases evaluation (2015: 63) states that findings suggest the outdoors was rarely used as an extension of the classroom. However, as the Welsh Government (2017) mention, there is a need for better training to ensure practitioners fully understand the benefits the outdoors has on a child’s development. 
Many practitioners reasonings for not using the outdoors were due to the weather conditions, however, the children seem to be observed in more active and lively activities during their time outdoors including the amount of child-led learning taking place being of a higher percentage compared to indoors learning (Foundation phase evaluation, 2015). 
Every child should be given opportunities to express their opinions on their learning and for those opinions to be listened and fulfilled by parents, practitioners and teachers. The UNCRC found on the Unicef (no date) website, states that article 12 mentions the child’s rights to express their thoughts and feelings and should have their views considered. Despite this, it is said in the foundation phase evaluation (2015) that the children expressed how little learning outside took place even though evidence showed how giving children choice in their learning environments created a richer opportunity for learning. Therefore, this should be kept in mind when planning activities for children as by not giving children the opportunity to speak up, all those involved in the care of the child is taking away their rights to have a say in their education.
I feel every practitioner should have the outlook that involves outdoor learning in every part of the foundation phase as not only does it provide a variety of opportunities for children to explore, but it also gives practitioners another environment for observing that does not involve the classroom. Having said this, childhood has progressed significantly over the last decade with technology having a huge part to play in it. Instead of going on nature trails or going for a stroll to the local park, children are spending much more time in front of a screen. Ofcom (2014) states that 62% of children now use a tablet at home. However, the use of technology can now enhance children’s learning (Furger,1998). There is no reason why children cannot use technology and the outdoors together. For example, they could use a digital camera to take pictures of the different shapes they discovered in the playground. There are an endless amount of opportunities for children which should be encouraged by the facilitating adults. 
The greatest thing about the outdoors is that you can fit it into any theme that the children have based their learning on. This just shows how brilliant the outdoors and a helpful website to look at for inspiration is https://www.messylittlemonster.com/2020/03/fun-outdoor-activities-for-kids.html where they have a fun list of all the creative activities that children will love and enjoy. One great activity on there is to go on a nature hunt for mini beasts. As Young (2015) suggests, it is important for children to become ethical citizens through being encouraged to looks after the living things around them and to be kind to nature. 
I cannot express enough how important it is for the practitioners and parents out there to put their trust into the evidence that is so clearly stated in the foundation phase (2009) that inevitability shows how giving children opportunities in the outdoors will be far more beneficial than being forced to sit at a table indoors. Let them take in all the incredible benefits that the outdoors has for them.
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