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Early Years Curricula
This essay will critically explore the implentation of play based Early Years curricula. First, what does it mean, play based curricula? To understand it with more clarity, breaking it down into simpler terms will help.
What is play?
According to Perry (2014) there is no definite and clear answer to what play is, as there are many definitions to what play should be. Play is then normally scrutinized by adults who have contrasting notions (Perry 2014). Such as, one definition explains play as having fun and enjoyment which theorist Friedrich Schiller (Perry, 2014, p. 9) believes that children play to channel their energy whilst having fun. Also, Theorist Froebel (Louis and Powell 2020) believes that play is a pleasant and autonomous pastime for a child and practitioners should observe and be able to plan appropriately for future learning. However, theorist Jean Piaget (Perry, 2014, p. 9) believes the definition of play, is it should be used as a learning tool if a child is to develop naturally which is shown in Piaget's stages of development as in the sensorimotor stage. Also, theorist Lev Vygotsky (Mckinney and Power, 2012, p. 2) believes another definition of play being used as a learning tool, is that children learn from other children and adults which is shown in his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).
 So, what is a play-based curriculum? 
[bookmark: _Int_KC0MrWE6][bookmark: _Int_HUATMlLx][bookmark: _Int_JDGq0G8J]According to Egan-Simon (2024) a play-based curriculum is education that is centered around the individual child, which aids children to develop core skills and knowledge. However, Egan-Simon (2024) also says that this approach needs to be carefully planned so that the child’s knowledge is all-inclusive. Welsh Government (2023) believes that to ensure children have the best help in their development, a framework guidance was set out to accommodate this. This framework was co-established by practitioners and specialists throughout the education field. Welsh Government (2023b) believes that the relationships between the practitioners and other professionals in education is the foundations for the child’s progression holistically. In September 2010, the Welsh Government introduced The Foundation Phase Framework into Wales, this was a statuary curriculum for three- to seven-year-old to inspire and stimulate children to be more innovative, visionary, and imaginative which in turn should make education more fun and interesting (Welsh Government 2015a). In the Foundation Phase Framework, the Welsh Government (2015a) condensed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) into seven targets which include Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Language, Literacy and Numeracy, Personal Development, Mathematics, Physical Development, and Creative Development. Welsh Government (2015a) believed that this framework would aid children to build a solid foundation for their future growth and development. Moreover, Welsh Government (nd) state that in the Foundation Phase Pedagogy that practitioners/educators should supply an engaging environment that has suitable and relevant resources available for the children, also to encourage children in their learning journey by amplifying the resources and environment in whichever route the child goes down. Additionally, Welsh Government (nd) state that the enabling adult or practitioner should allow children the freedom to express their own ideas and let the child lead. Furthermore, Waters (2016) says that the practitioner should be seen as a facilitator of learning and the requirements of each individual child should be met under the curriculum. Additionally, The Foundation Phase encompassed this as its underlying theme is children learn through play and experiences (Waters 2016). However, Waters (2016) says that the foundation phase seemed acceptable in theory but when put in practice, practitioners were uncertain how to accommodate play-based learning. Furthermore, Hughes and Lewis (2020) also say that how the way the curriculum is put into practice, does not always match the curricula coordinators teaching. Additionally, Taylor and Rhys and Waldron (2016) say that some practitioners have a limited understanding of the Foundation Phase and will inaccurately know how the Foundation Phase is intended to be learned. This could be done by not realising the difference between continuous, focussed, and enhanced provision (Taylor and Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Furthermore, In the final report of the Foundation Phase Evaluation (Welsh Government 2015) it was clearly noted that recommended training for practitioners and teachers was very much needed, this was complied with other recommendations under main short-term priorities. According to Bonetti and Brown (2016, p.14), research studies were undertaken to determine if staff qualifications and training, would have an impact on children’s growth and knowledge development. Bonetti and Brown (2016, p.14) says the research revealed that the studies were inconclusive as there was not an accurate method to acquire this information, as not all practitioners had the same qualifications, had been on the same courses or even qualified at the same time. Furthermore, Bonetti and Brown, (2016, p. 14) believes that the overall system and environment should be observed not just the practitioners and the settings. Additionally, Griggs (2016) says that in another study practitioners in education were questioned on what the educational system should appear like. The research showed that practitioners believed that the educational system can be enhanced, by augmenting their professional autonomy and encouraging professional development (Griggs 2016). Additionally, Bonetti and Brown (2018, p. 21) believe that practitioner's professional development should offer a variety of courses for all members and qualifications. Also, in the Welsh Government (2015) final Foundation Report it was recommended that there should be more training available to all practitioners and educators. The report also recommends that Training Support Officers should be available and regularly visit the settings when needed, particularly after any professional developmental courses that were undertaken (Welsh Government 2015). Furthermore, Welsh Government (2015) state that for practitioners to implement the new framework confidently, support should be given to the practitioners to do this. Additionally, to this, Welsh Government (2015) also says that there should be more staff made available to help with the ratio of adults to children in the foundation phase. Additionally, Haines (2024) says that there has been a major fall in the numbers of teaching staff and Early Years Practitioners in the last decade, which has taken effect on the children's educational development. Furthermore, Haines (2024) says that this downfall is due to lack sufficient salary and lack of school budgets. Consequently, Palmer and Hargreaves (2022) say that practitioners and educators are not teachers anymore, they now have taken on the role of counsellors to provide support with healthcare and well-being. In 2020, Kirsty Williams AM, Minister for Education in Welsh Government authored a report regarding the need for a change in the curriculum (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, OECD, 2020). Williams (2020) says that this report proved that there was a need for change, as results on assessments such as PISA showed that there was a decline in children's grades. Also, a decline was apparent in reports from education and training inspectorate for Wales (Williams 2020). Consequently, members of the Welsh Government involved in education consulted and there was a consensus for a change in the curriculum (Kirsty Williams, 2020). These findings had appeared previously in Professor Graham Donaldson’s report dated February 2015. In March 2014, the Welsh Government asked Professor Donaldson to investigate the current curriculum and the assessment strategies in Wales (Welsh Government 2017). Professor Donaldson met with a variety of people including teachers, educators and practitioners throughout early years settings, primary and secondary schools (Welsh Government 2017). Furthermore, Donaldson met with children from different ages so that an all-inclusive sense of what these individuals wanted for their education (Welsh Government 2017). Welsh Government (2017) says that Donaldson’s finding stated that practitioners would like to be allowed to have more voice and authority, on what they teach and how they educate the children. Additionally, Welsh Government (2017) state that children would like to have more up to date lessons such as life skills, health and wellbeing, confidence, digital skills, The children also wanted these lessons to be interesting and enjoyable, instead of being sat down listening to a teacher and being tested all the time (Welsh Government 2017). Welsh Government (2017) say that when all evidence was collected and analysed, The Four Purposes was created, these encompassed everything that was desired by practitioners and children alike. The Four Purposes recognise that children are ambitious and capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors and develop into ethical informed members of their community and Wales (Welsh Government). Additionally, Welsh Government (2017) says that practitioners and educators will need to have extra professional development courses, to be able to educate children, as well as curriculum planning and undertaking of assessments on the children. Estyn (2022) believes that effective schools are motivated by what they would like their children to achieve by the time they leave school. However, Estyn (2022) says that this method does not work for every school, practitioners need to concentrate on factors of the four purposes that are more applicable to each individual school and expand on the strengths that already exist in their pupils. 
On conclusion, if there is encouragement and support for the children, practitioners and other members of the educational community, there is no reason this new curriculum should not succeed. They were asked, listened to and it was made to happen. The new curriculum has undergone a tremendous amount of research to fulfil everybody's needs.


  



 
The Unique Child 
[bookmark: _Int_TgujwDqD][bookmark: _Int_93ORD9MW][bookmark: _Int_2z5x7zzy][bookmark: _Int_fVQCR9Kz][bookmark: _Int_NIukyoD5][bookmark: _Int_JwNJ6IVP][bookmark: _Int_cdd3Gr3t][bookmark: _Int_MnHZxPv7][bookmark: _Int_ePq8oS0t][bookmark: _Int_zRw8T1ke][bookmark: _Int_f2T671HG][bookmark: _Int_VCjy1O9U][bookmark: _Int_8tvM5NcB][bookmark: _Int_jMGvFYhW]What is a unique child? According to the Department of Education [hereafter D.of.E ], (2014) it is a child who is continually learning and is developing confidence, resilience, strength, and independence. The child is developing all these new skills and abilities at their own individual pace and ways which are more suited to themselves (D.of.E, 2014). Furthermore, Porter (2021) says that every individual child will grow and develop at various stages at different ages, not one child is alike to another. Porter (2021) also says that this guarantees a learning journey that is positive. However, Professor Pascal (2015) believes that when a child is playing with other children that they learn then to be an individual, as they start to role play, find their voice and are being listened to. Theorist John Dewey believed that for a child to grow and develop and be an effective member of their community, uniqueness is formed by their experiences and learning (Nickerson 2023). However, Devarakonda (2021) says that families that have come from different countries due to either migration, fleeing because of wars has increased the figures of children in schools with diverse backgrounds such as religion, cultures, ethnicity, and English as an additional learning need (EAL). Furthermore, Alsubaie (2015) says that there is an increase of multiculturalism in schools, this leads to practitioners having extra responsibilities as they need to support these children with language barriers, religions, and cultures. Additionally, Alsubaie (2015) says that to achieve this successively, practitioners will need specific training in these situations. To aid practitioners and educators with supporting multicultural children, Welsh Government (2023) established the Funded Non-maintained Assessment Guidance which have assessments that make provisions for children with diverse backgrounds, abilities, languages, and their previous education. As the Welsh Government (2023) also believes that every child is unique, and it encourages holistic development by ensuring the children’s needs and requirements are the focus in their educational learning journey. This is supported by United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund [hereafter UNICEF], (nd), UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child), article 3, states that every child needs should be at the forefront. Additionally, in article 28 of the UNCRC (UNICEF, nd) it says that every individual child has the right to an education. Welsh Government (2023) says that these assessments are especially important as they enable the practitioner to evaluate where the child is on their individual development. Furthermore, these assessments will then be able to support the practitioners in where the areas for development are and how to educate them appropriately. Additionally, Welsh Government (2023) says that assessments' have three main objectives, which are encouraging and supporting children in their daily routines, they help the practitioner identify the child's individual progression and enables them to reflect and adjust their holistic teaching over time and be able to understand the whole class progression and be able to reflect. Normally, in education practitioners and educators assess children by using either Formative assessments or Summative assessments. Browne (2016) says that formative assessments are used by educators to allow them to be informed on where the child's progress is by using methods such as homework, questions and work which is done in the classroom environment. Formative assessments are also classed as continuous assessments (Browne, 2016). Summative assessments are However, Welsh Government (2023) says that in funded non-maintained nursery assessments, observations of the child are used and documented so they can reflect on the progress on the child. Furthermore, according to Nursery Resources (2019) the Early Years Foundation Stage use Tracking Development assessments, these observations are imperative to check to see if the child's progress is on track, and regular tracking allows practitioners to observe if the child is falling behind. Which if support is not given as soon as possible this could cause delays in the child's development later. Another form of assessment practitioners and educators use is group assessments, this is when they group children together by either their ability or age (Trickey, 2022). Another way to keep track of a child's progression is using “Learning Stories “this is where photographs and observations are put into a little book consisting of a few pages describing the development of the child (Escamilla, 2021). The Ministry of Education (2020) states in their New Zealand curriculum that learning stories is creating a story framework with an analysis of the work, also it includes a what the child will do next. These learning stories also can show the parents or carers of the child what they are working on in the setting, this also encourages and supports the partnership between the practitioner, parent, and family (Ministry of education, 2020). However, the Education hub (nd) say that learning stories do not achieve the overall learning progression of the child because one practitioner is writing it, whilst another practitioner might have observed something that is not put into the learning story. Additionally, Welsh Government (2023) also use learning stories in their assessments in the funded non-maintained foundation stage, but state that it should not be time consuming, all the practitioners should combine all their knowledge of the child to get the holistic picture of the child's growth and development. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2023) says that these observations can be utilized to support any meetings or referrals for any individual child in the future. Early Childhood Education (2024) say that learning stories the practitioner needs to have an exceptionally good memory, the practitioner will need to understand the child very well to so they do not make presumptions on the way the child is acting or will in the future. Additionally, even though the learning stories have been applauded for showing children's learning development they are not the most accurate way of assessing children (Early Childhood Education, 2024). Furthermore, Early Childhood Education (2024) say that the standard of the learning story depends on how the practitioner has written it, if the practitioner involved their own values, beliefs, and feelings in it. McLachlan (2018) says that another assessment is using the ipsative approach, this is when a practitioner assesses a child's performance whilst participating in an activity, then comparing it to the same activity the child has done at an earlier date. Mclachlan (2018) believes that this assessment is very affective as it will monitor and show how much progress the child has made in their learning development. Additionally, McLachlan (2018) also believes that observing children talking to their friends, singing, and playing will enable the practitioner to establish where the child is in their progression of education. However, Wile (nd) believes that observations are not accurate in showing the child's natural development, as the child might get nervous when they see the practitioner coming towards them holding a clipboard or even a camera. Furthermore, the child might not like the practitioner, or the child might be feeling unwell, upset about something that happened earlier that day so the observations will not be accurate (WILE, nd). However, Education Scotland (2023) believes that observations on children are essential as they reveal to practitioners how the children are progressing in their learning. Furthermore, Education Scotland (2023) says that these observations will allow practitioners to process that information and plan future appropriate learning experiences and activities for the individual child. However, from January 2024, the Department of Education (2024) updated the Early Years Foundation Stage believing that when practitioners are assessing children in their setting, they should not sit back and observe continuously and there should not be any paperwork or filling out forms. Furthermore, Department of Education (2024) say that any knowledge concerning the child in their settings, practitioners should be able to know the development holistically of each individual child and be able to plan appropriate learning when required. Additionally, Department of Education (2024) says that because of the communication between the practitioners and children, the practitioners should have no need to document any observations on each individual child. Furthermore, any continuing observations or assessments, practitioners should be able to plan, shape their learning experience for the children for the future. However, in England by the time the child is aged two years, the child must go through a progression assessment, where the practitioner will author a report explaining the child's developmental progress (Department of Education, 2024). Additionally, in Wales (Welsh Government 2023) recommend that children have assessment on entry to nursery setting in a primary school ‘The Reception Baseline Assessment.

















 

How to choose the right nursery setting for your child?

[image: ]                                                                                                                                   (Dreamstime, 2018)
                                           
When the time is up, your child is going to nursery, HELP!!
Even as a mother of 2 children, now in their teens. I still think back to when they were little and starting their first day in nursery. I am positive I was more nervous than them, and I still wonder was it the right choice for them to go to nursery and more importantly, did I choose the most suitable one for them? Hopefully, this will help you in finding the right one for your children.
What to look for?
  When looking for a childcare setting like a funded non-maintained nursery or a nursery setting in a primary school there are some things to watch out for. 
Enabling Adult
·  Firstly, an Enabling Adult is essential to support and encourage (scaffold) children in their learning. These enabling adults need to be aware of what every individual child is capable of to help their progression. Using Jerome Bruner’s theory, the practitioners can scaffold children's learning in many ways (Pacey, nd). 
· Also, an enabling adult needs to know and understand how a child develops from a baby to young children, they should be observant, kind, loving, warm and perceptive. 
·  Practitioners must be fully trained and qualified and be up to date in their continuous professional development (Welsh Government 2023a). 
· A good relationship with the children's parents/carers is essential too, as this will help the child settle in much quicker, as the parents/carers feel more at ease leaving their prized possession there. (Welsh Government 2023a).
· [bookmark: _Int_BmuFijaW]The practitioner should be able to plan suitable curriculum for the child that considers the child's development needs and abilities, but also take in account any difficulties or barriers the child may have due to any additional learning needs such as speech, physical, auditory, and sensory (Welsh Government, 2023). 
· The child should be allowed to experience different cultures and other individuals' experiences.

            
Effective Environment
·  For the child to develop holistically it is imperative that all nursery settings and nurseries in a primary school supply all the necessary requirements and resources that the child will need, which is called an Effective Environment. 
· The effective environment needs to supply original opportunities for children to go and explore by learning without realising it (Welsh Government, 2023c). 
· [bookmark: _Int_5zM18ux0]The practitioners should provide both indoors and outdoors activities, these areas should be safe but with the appropriate amount of risk and challenges, they should have the necessary resources in both indoors and outdoors areas (Welsh Government 2023a).
· Have an open-door policy so parents feel they are welcome at any time to speak to the practitioners if anything is concerning them.
· All equipment and recourses should be tested regularly and be kept up to date with health and safety regulations and policies.


Indoor Environment
· The indoor environment needs careful planning as this area is where the child should be feeling safe and secure and, especially excited and happy to be there. Theorist John Dewy believes that the environment should feel almost like a second home to them (Cloke 2023). 
· Also, it should be adaptable to be able to allow for whatever direction the child wishes to go in their learning journey (Early Years Matters 2023). As the child plays, he or she learns in different ways.
· [bookmark: _Int_J5ET4V1q] The resources such as building blocks, stickle bricks, a variety of colouring pencils and pens, dolls, books that are appropriate for the topic that is being learnt. All these items should be always available for the children as this will encourage independence. 
·   There should also be areas where children can role play like a home area by using authentic items such as saucepans, cutlery and crockery. Creativity area, area, a quiet area where children can use a variety of materials such as paints, coloured pencils, tissue paper, stickers, glue and so on.
· Loose parts area which could be a box or basket with a variety of items in it, such as, pegs, pipe cleaners, feathers, different material strips, blocks, beads. Basically, anything that feels different to the others that are in the box. These items should be relevant to the age of the child (Gallo nd).
· There should be a quiet area where children could look at a book or just sit down quietly. 
· All equipment and resources should be tested regularly and be kept up to date with health and safety regulations.

Outdoor Environment
Playing outside is an important aspect for children too, there should be a wide variety outside for the children to investigate and play with.
· Mud kitchen is a favourite with children as they are doing what they love best, getting dirty. Using authentic saucepans and other kitchenware (UNICEF 2018).
·  Sand pit and water tray which different toys can be added to, sand buckets, strainers, jugs and magnets.
·  Construction area, the equipment in this area does can be from natural resources such as branches, sticks, rope, wood discs, tyres, cardboard boxes, crates, drainpipes, pipes in general.
· [bookmark: _Int_94qq0JsZ] Children should be allowed to go outside in all types of weather so they can benefit from a sensory experience and feel how different weathers and seasons differ. 
Conclusion
  As well as encouraging independence, all types of play help develop children's cognitive development such as relationships, communication, language skills, problem solving skills. In play mathematics and science contribute as it allows children to experience measurement, weight and length without them fully understanding it. Playing also helps movement and strengthen muscles, it helps with their balance, stamina, agility, fitness, co-ordination and their motor skills, their fine motor skills. Play is an especially important part of a child’s life as it helps them gain experiences first hand to enable them to grow holistically.
When you do find one that you like the look of do not be afraid to ask questions about it, go and visit them a couple of times, see how your child responds to the nursery, 
I hope this blog helps you find the perfect nursery setting for your little ones, and your child will be happy and settled, and you are too, Good Lu
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