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Part One 
The first part of this essay will critically analyse the implementation of play-based learning in the early years, referring to evaluative research and making links to the New Curriculum for Wales. Pritchard (2018) states that the ideals of educational provision differ between educational professionals and parents, and the path the child may follow before formal educations begins. Pritchard highlights the importance of acknowledging that learning is not confined to a classroom and begins long before formal education is introduced. Malovic (2017) agrees, adding that a parent’s priority in early years is their child’s wellbeing, building their knowledge and skills and providing a safe base in which the child can explore the world from. This nods to Bowlby’s attachment theory (as cited in Holmes, 2014) which states that a child needs a secure adult or significant other, to enable them to explore and learn.
 The current circumstances in Wales, are that children follow a play-based curriculum referred to as The Foundation Phase. The Foundation Phase Framework was introduced to Wales in 2010.The Framework sets statutory guidelines for three to seven-year olds. The curriculum was designed to be holistic in nature, intending to consider the whole child and not just academic achievement. The curriculum celebrates play as a theoretical argument for learning and allows practitioners to be flexible in approaches, in order to meet children’s needs (Thomas and Lewis,2015). The Foundation Phase Framework, updated in 2015, has seven areas of learning and encourages rich, experiential, structured and non-structured tasks that promote cross curricula learning whilst paying attention to the child’s wellbeing. 
Donaldson, (2015) in his evaluative report ‘Successful Futures’ states that stage related performance assessments are outdated, and that learning should be a progressive, continuous experience for children. The focus should be on life skills and building health and wellbeing, responsibility and personal confidence and the role of the educator is to facilitate the child. The response from practitioners was the desire to have more say about the way they deliver the curriculum and its content. This is reflected in the broad aspects of deliverance expected by practitioners in the new Curriculum for Wales 2022.
The Foundation Phase pedagogy is built on the premise of learning through play. Smith and Pellegrini (2008) state that the emphasis on play in the early years is vital, with enhanced, focussed and continuous provision being key to good practice. Play is advocated by Marchant et al (2019) as being the tool through which children can develop physical, emotional, social and intellectual skills. These skills build resilience that children need to explore, take risks and become critical thinkers and problem solvers. Johnson, (2014).
Bruce 2010 postulates that practitioners need to understand there must be progression to meet children’s developmental needs. Observing and assessing children’s play informs practitioners planning, in how to provide progressive opportunities to further a child’s development. Progression in play comes from understanding a child’s interests, needs and experience. This is supported by the principles of effective practice in the early years which state that environments should encourage play, be inviting, rich and stimulating. That children do not make a distinction between play and work and neither should adults, and that free play is the child leading the experience and controlling the way it develops (QCA guidelines for Foundation Stage) (DfES, 2004). Progression is a natural cognitive function according to Piaget’s theory on cognitive development. The belief is that children are born with innate instincts to perform functions and that they build upon these during childhood. The schema must progress in levels with no levels being able to be missed out but is not age related. Stage related progression is how the foundation Phase assesses children currently and Piaget’s influence is reflected in the New Curriculum by its child centred approach (McLeod, 2018).
New Zealand adopt a pedagogical of play as the basis for curriculum provision. Te Whariki conceptualises children at the centre of provision with playful learning directed by practitioners. Sellers (2013) cites an adult’s role as crucial for the success in the participation of play for children. Reedy and Reedy (2013) as cited in (Carr, 2016) petition Te Whariki as a strong basis in which children can think for themselves and become successful citizens in adulthood that care for their culture and environment. However, Carr et al (2016) criticises the curriculum model stating that there is a lack of subject based knowledge and that the curriculum outcomes have not been fully explored. The Foundation Phase assessments are not defined by chronological age, therefore the child’ s individual needs can be met. The Te Whariki system also shuns formal assessment and instead tries to understand what the child is trying to achieve and support them in developing working theories that advance their growing resilience. Gee (2007, as cited in Carr et al) warns that standardized tests could be disastrous for models such as Te Whariki, that do not expect children to reach standard age-related targets. However currently in Wales children are still expected to achieve in standards tests (SATS) at the end of year two (Foundation Phase) and in Year 6 (end of KS2) (Evans, 2016). Pells, (2017) voices concern that SATS already de motivate some children and cause considerable stress, and that the data produced by figures was unreliable and did not reflect the progress of a child, especially of those in specialist teaching facilities.96% of union teachers agreed that SATS do not support the broad new curriculum proposed by the Department for Education. 
Despite the child led ethos of the curriculum, Ritchie (2013) reports a lack in educational funding to support schools and that participation from children of a poverty-stricken background was on the increase, resulting in finances being stretched further. Te One and Ewens (2019) celebrate the core aspects of Te Whariki, but express concern that the reform in 2017 although needed to meet the changing needs of the child, will mean practitioners will struggle to maintain the true meaning of Te Whariki in their practice.
  Parallel to European approaches, such as the emphasis on outdoor play favoured by the Swiss. The Foundation Phase utilises both indoor and outdoor spaces for structured and unstructured play. Outdoor learning has been rapidly adopted by Welsh schools and become an important part of the curriculum.  Constable (2019) claims outdoor play promotes positive connections with the natural world. By noticing seasons, caring and appreciating creatures, by experiencing wet, hot, dry or cool conditions, children can make links to their world and bodies, how they feel and develop their imagination. All these attributes strengthen their social and emotional growth and ultimately promote effective learning. Further to this Bilton (2010) asserts that outdoor play is especially significant in the early years at allowing children verbal or nonverbal to express themselves and the physicality of being outside maintains opportunities to extend gross and fine motor skills.
Synodi (2010) compared the interpretation of play in several countries. The most significant difference was the age in which children were expected to attend formal education and the provision made under that age. In contrast to the United Kingdom children in Norway do not attend school until the age of seven. However, kindergarten provision is available, but the expectation is for children to play and learn at home with their parents. In Japan the study found that the interpretation of play was significantly more structured than Australia and Norway, although there is opportunity to free play, the onus is upon children in the early years being prepared to receive formal learning (Whitburn, 2020). In contrast to this Knight (2016) links outdoor learning to higher outcomes for children in terms of self-confidence, resilience and school readiness. 
Pascal et al (2019) states in an evaluation of integrated learning systems that the difficulties in adopting models of other countries, lay within the diversity and cultural influence a country may have. Pascal examines Wales as having its own unique features and highlights the benefits of a hybrid approach as a pragmatic way to adopt an integrated system approach. The New Curriculum in Wales due to be implemented by 2022, supports the integrated model suggested by The United Convention On The Rights of the Child (no date)  as aspirational for children to receive the most targeted care, considering the whole child as a unique individual, however, Robinson et al (2008) states that to achieve strong cohesion amongst early educators, health care and social services takes government commitment , clear leadership and funding to be successful. In support of this, the 2006 Childcare Act requires local authorities to work with their NHS partners to improve outcomes for all children aged up to five years and to reduce inequalities by ensuring services are integrated to maximise benefits to families (Scie, 2009).
After an independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales (DCELLS, 2014) The New Curriculum for Wales built upon the four purposes suggested by Donaldson, with 27 ‘what matters’ statements, projecting the goals and visions for a more personalised educational experience for the child. Considering the unique child and giving practitioners autonomy in what they teach and how they teach it. Responses will be child informed, as the curriculum states that schools and practitioners are the best placed to recognise the topics and activities that will best support students learning (Hwb,2020). The Welsh Government states that the development of the curriculum should be at the heart of the practitioner, the school and nationals, that together targets will be higher, and standards raised for all (DCELLS, 2019). This is also in line with national goals of the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015).
The aim of the new curriculum is to enable children to become thinkers and creative in their approach to learning. That in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC Rights of the Child Act (1990) children are to be treated as though they have a pertinent voice that is not to be ignored and encouraged to express themselves and know the rights they hold.
However, there are concerns amongst professionals in the implementation of the document. Wavehill (2019) reports in a feedback analysis of the curriculum a broadly supportive response, nevertheless, practitioners raised themes surrounding the availability of resources to fully support the curriculum and that professionals were already managing burgeoning workloads that would suffer with designing such an open-ended curriculum. Lewis (2019) as cited in BBC News uphold these claims and adds that the Welsh Government Association (WGA) consider the plans for the new curriculum weak and lacking in clarity. Concerns are, that children with families that have poor support at home will not receive the same experience as their peers. However, Minister for Education Kirsty Williams (as cited in BBC News Wales, 2019) states that she fears the intention of the curriculum has been misinterpreted and that children will be considered on an individual basis. The curriculum almost bespoke to meet the needs of the child.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Newton (2018) questions if teachers are equipped to deliver a curriculum so wide in nature?. Extensive training will be needed, and fears are that funding will not be so available after 2022. At with Te Whariki teachers also question the suitability of the curricula for children with disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds, stating that there are children in their communities with a culture of doing what they want, they fail to see where they can support this. However, Newton directs to the Leonardo Effect (2012, as cited by Hickey) of a synchronised integration of disciplines, where children are inspired and motivated by the activity into naturally developing new skills. Gwenllian (2019) also voices concern that there will be a lack of focus on Welsh culture, history and language in the curriculum. Gwenllian argues that there is a real danger of inequality and inconsistency if schools are to encourage learners what they feel it is to be Welsh with no guide on how to deliver.
In essence, there is an air of excitement about the New Curriculum, an invigorating change that gives established teachers the freedom to celebrate their skills and knowledge and newly qualified teachers to inject vision and revolution into teaching methods. But as discussed, no new proposal is without its teething problems and the impact on the success of children’s futures is yet to be measured.

Part Two
In this part of the essay the methods of assessment and progress tracking with be critically analysed, with links to related developmental models within play -based curriculum.  Froebel (as cited by Pound 2009) championed observation as a tool of assessment in which practitioners can really understand a child’s perspective and assess their learning. Froebel believed that it was only through observing children at play that the correct support for the best outcome, could be provided. Maria Montessori (1994) also used observation as the basis for recognising what children were capable of and identifying their environment and the actions of the adults around them as having an influence on the way children behave and learn. These observations led to what we now know as the Montessori approach.
Brodie (2013) states that through detailed observations and assessment, practitioners can gain knowledge into how children develop and learn and inform planning and progression steps for individual children as well as providing resources or appropriate intervention. Neuam, (2016) supports this adding that through observation and assessment professionals can trace progression steps for children and understand how an individual child is developing in all areas with particular attention in the early years, to skills such as language. Tierney, (2013) highlights the difficulty with observations, stating that practitioners are heard pressed not to naturally bias students they are observing taking into account the personality of the child, previous behaviour or achievements and attributing them to the current observation. In addition to this Tierney states that teachers’ observations are often influenced by factors such as class size, their own beliefs and their theories about teaching. 
As afore mentioned, the Foundation Phase currently use the Foundation Phase Profile as a tracking tool for assessment in the early years. Children are assessed on their base line skills on entry to Reception through until the end of Year 2. The assessments cover seven areas of learning and endeavours to take a holistic approach over focused, enhanced and continuous provision. A series of play based activities have skills ladders that practitioners utilize to meet the needs of the child. Providing differentiated tasks ensures equality on the premise that each child receives what they need to in order to succeed. In addition to this practitioner use what is known as the compact profile. This provides information to support early achievement goals. Here Evans and Waring (2011) state that identifying early achievement can indicates potential development delays or children not reaching milestone such as speech and language or the need for further investigation into additional learning needs. To support this Dunn et al (2018) found that early intervention that supports children and their families can potentially address difficulties before they become more significant to the child. Supporting them to achieve the best possible outcomes.
As Wales moves towards a New Curriculum, assessment will continue to be an integral part of what informs provision for children. However, measures have changed and therefore children are no longer being primed to simply pass tests or sit GCSE’s. De Finizio, (2019) applauds the new curriculum in the ‘What Matters’ statements, believing that for the first time the Government are embracing an education that allows the child to flourish in who they are, and build on skills they already possess, controversially she adds whether these purposes and areas of learning equip the child for GCSE’s and poses the question of how to manipulate to ensure correct assessment. Wightwick (2019) also expresses concern over what GCSE’s will look like and warns that the vision is far reaching as the implication is that the change will have to be recognised by higher education establishments, businesses and those supporting apprenticeships. 
Power et al, (2018) introduces a controversial argument in stating that a child centred approach is not always beneficial to the child. In a fast-moving curriculum that gears towards the child as a participant directing their own learning, Power et al, ponders the ability of a child with a poor socio-economic background being able to access resources at home to implement this pedagogy.  Implementing a child led pedagogy requires infinite more resources. Schools in poorer communities may lack the means to implement an invisible pedagogy, including lack of outside space, funds for equipment or staffing. Therefore, children from a deprivation background will experience the double disadvantage of home and school, this in turn has implications of the kind of pedagogy the child will experience.
Clifford (2015) also examines the ‘right’ way to deliver learning arguing that expecting children to lead their own learning can lead to brain overload, in which case no learning is stored in the long-term memory and the child has missed an opportunity. There is evidence that a teacher led approach of direct instruction and whole class teaching can be valuable if it is delivered in an interactive and effective way. Clifford suggests this is especially true for certain cultures that have beliefs in groups and collaboration such as the Burmese authorities. In these cases, direct teaching is the norm and accepted way of learning and teaching.
Langford (2010) apprises us to consider what is meant by child led as this can look very different setting to setting and that ideological views about learning and development can vary greatly. Ryan (2005) offers a view that child centred education should meet the needs and interest of the child. Teachers should use their expertise to provide engaging experiences for the child to explore through play and discovery. Children are viewed as active directors of their learning, that can explore ideas independent of an adult. This resonates with the pedagogy of the new curriculum although, *** maintains that assessing these outcomes formally and producing traditional data that has previously been demanded by local authorities and Estyn to measure the success of a school, will be more difficult. To support children in this way Te Whariki methods suggest a ‘learning story’ to address the unique child and explain their learning journey that is not measured by academic targets and age-related expectations. Carr (2004) introduced the concept of learning stories by considering the difficulties arising in assessing holistic methods. The idea of learning stories is to avoiding assessing children on specific skills or highlighting what they cannot do, but instead assessing their personal progress as a unique child, placing the child at the centre of importance. Twomby (2014) hypothesises balancing the need for accountability and response to standard tests with the freedom for children to explore broader curriculum skills. In addition to this the curriculum introduced by Reggio Emilio (As cited by Stoudt, 2020) values children’s voices and places emphasis on listening to children about what they know, what they think and what they want to learn. This is reflected in the new curriculum with a child led learning approach. There are also strong links to the UNCRC rights of the child. An Emilio classroom resembles a Montessori setting in as much as it has no formal seating, children are free to explore and make use of materials how they wish and play freely, constructing and directing their own learning. 
Additionally, the curriculum of Reggio Emilia values children by putting much more emphasis on listening to the children in their care. Practitioners learn to observe and listen to children closely through play-based learning and give value of their implementation in order to gain understanding of the children’s interests. This enable appropriate strategies to be put in place to allow children to build on their skills upon their own interests. Practitioners who follow the curriculum allow children to make mistakes in their learning as it is considered a fundamental to their learning process (Learning and Teaching, 2006). To support this, Else (2014) states that often or not, when children make mistakes it allows them to build up their resilience, leading them to being more confident, independent and more capable in their learning.
In response Bonderup Dohn (2007) critiques the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) stating that PISA does not test skills and knowledge of a child but rather the skills and knowledge of the child in an assessment situation, therefore questioning the credibility of the PISA test. In 2018 Wales scored the lowest of the United Kingdom’s countries with Welsh Government voicing their commitment to attaining higher scores. Education Minister Kirsty Williams responded by stating that the findings from the National Foundation of Educational Research (NFER) were satisfactorily encourage but were only one form of assessment (Sizmur et al, 2019).
 Finally, Gately (2020) demands we look at the seriousness of the Governments intentions in implementing the New Curriculum and making it work. If the core aspects are the Four Purposes, then it would take extraordinary commitment to evolve education to encompass all. ‘A curriculum which is serious about helping its students to become ambitious, capable, healthy, confident, enterprising and creative individuals would need to focus directly on these traits’(Gately, 2020)  Gately stresses the importance of holistic subjects such as arts and drama as getting lost in the overhaul and worries that these vital creative subjects will not be recognised as such. 
Part Three: Blog
Happy Children: A Perspective on Wellbeing in the Early Years
Wellbeing is quickly becoming a talked about topic in children’s education, and the onus is on Early Years to promote wellbeing in a variety of ways.
According to Mohdin (2018) the rates of teenage suicide are rising with 177 15-19yr olds in 2017 committing suicide compared to 110 in 2010. These figures from the office of National Statistics (2017) (2010) point to a growing crisis in mental health issues.
With a background in providing Nurture and Thrive intervention in a primary school for over ten years, I passionately believe that engagement with wellbeing in the early years is critical to a child’s social and emotional development and ultimately results in children who are ready to learn. Inness (2015) states that a child’s first years are the most imperative in terms of attachment and having their needs met. Bowlby (1907-1990) as cited in (Mikulincer et al, 2012) attachment theory proposes that babies are born dispositioned to form attachments to their primary care givers, usually their mothers, as a way to survive. Trust, consistency and care are factors in developing that deep emotional bond.  Research shows that children who do not receive this important care and connection in this time period have limitations in the development of certain parts of the brain.
The Thrive Approach (2020) maintains that an undeveloped brain will have difficulty with the emotional regulatory system that has three significant strands:
Physiological – the ability to calm, soothe and regulate.
Relational – being able to signify distress, ask for help and expect support.
Cognitive – being able to anticipate, plan or rehearse including understanding consequence to actions.







Thrive theorises that gaps in this early emotional development can be filled, with love, attention, repeated experiences and significant positive relationships and that the three strands are on levels, the very basic needs always coming first before a child can develop or strengthen the other strands.
This theory is underpinned by research examining the effect of adverse childhood experiences (ACES) and toxic stress. Stevens (2014) states that the more traumas experienced by children such as witnessing domestic abuse, alcohol abuse or a parent in prison, the more likely they are to suffer adverse effects in later life, and can explain behaviour such as hyperactivity, inattentiveness, anger, seeking thrills and violence. This is not exhausted list by any means, there are many types of ACES and these can be accompanied by physical manifestations such as heart disease, cancer and a shorter life expectancy.
Take the ACES test here
 https://acestoohigh.com/got-your-ace-score/
However, Starecheski (2015) observes that the ACES scores are not the whole story and that there may be mitigating circumstances such as having a supportive grandparent or teacher in which children may not suffer the effects of ACES. 
Intervention at nursery age and under begins with meeting those basic needs. The focus is on building positive relationships by way of shared experiences through play and developing a child’s resilience. The role of the practitioner is vital in the early years setting and has an advantage in being able to consider the unique child. Hillman and Williams (2015) believe that the adults in the practice can influence the climate the setting has, on how children respond and develop social, emotional and personal skills. Each child has a unique life experience and therefore how a child responds to a situation will be unique. Understanding this and adapting to suit the child is vital for promoting confidence, response to challenging situations and building resilience.
Promoting parental involvement is also beneficial to the child, helping to strengthen bonds and encourage relationships allows parents and children to enjoy each other’s company and ‘be in the moment’ without expectation to achieve or pressure to have an academic goal. Freud (no date) states that building rapport with parents and modelling speech and behaviour with children allows parents relationships with their child and school flourish ultimately resulting in higher attendance, intellectual development, a sense of belonging and higher attainment for the child.
 In my nursery setting, to promote relationship building, I provide play-based home bags for parents and children to share, they include items such as bath the baby or a blanket, hot chocolate and a book. Each bag contains a reflection book in which the parent can share their experience or add photos if they wish They have proved popular and successful with some lovely suggestions from parents for further bags. 
 By collaborating with parents and other professionals such as flying start, health visitors and social services, the setting can ensure that the appropriate staff are aware of the child’s needs and opportunities to address these are taken advantage of.  Early years professionals who possess levels of empathy and understanding can respond reflectively and help the child develop feelings of belonging and positivity about themselves and can provide a secure base in which the child can explore the world on (Hwb,2019). This integrated system approach ensures the child’s wellbeing takes precedence over academia (Robinson, 2008).
Play is a key aspect of wellbeing. We know that theorists such as Vygotsky (1990) (as cited in Soviet Psychology, 2014) advocate play as facilitating a child’s cognitive development, that children practice what they know and learn new things by being curious and questioning in their play. In contrast Piaget (1962) (as cited in Early Childhood News,2008) defines play as an assimilation, an effort by the child to match to their environmental stimuli and to practise what they already know. Both theories support the model suggested by Thrive that play is an effective tool that appeals to the creative left side of the brain.
Some relationship-based play activities could include:
· Feather painting each other’s faces (promotes appropriate touch and eye contact)
· Pompom and straws football (promotes breathing techniques)
· Nature colour match hunt (promotes sharing, physical activity and connection with the world.
· Colouring sand with chalk (Sensory activity)
· Making friendship bracelets (encourages patience, relationship and fine motor skills)
· Self-portraits (builds self-esteem)
· Watching clouds with breathing bears (regulatory activity that requires ‘being in the moment’)

 Lindqvist, (2011) states that creative tasks and playing, releases dopamine in the brain which acts as a natural anti-depressant that reduces anxiety and aids the brain to process trauma. It is important to match a child’s energy and choose activities carefully to suit the purpose of the environment. For example, if the child has high energy levels, we start with a high energy game gradually moving on game by game until we reach a calming activity. This teaches the child how to regulate themselves and adapt that to real life situations.
A play-based curriculum such as the Foundation Phase in Wales promotes creative thinking with particular attention to wellbeing and playing outside, therefore supporting children’s mental health. With the addition of targeted specialist provision along with a whole school ethos of a nurturing, inviting environment in which to learn and play, children can strive and flourish leading to improved outcomes in later life. 
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