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Early Years Curricula Module Assignment
Section 1
In this section I will discuss elements involved with the implementation of the New Curriculum in Wales, the pending reform and some of the changes and alterations that may be required. This will be compared against the Foundation Phase and some of the challenges presented during its initial implementation. This will be followed by a discussion around the current educational progress tracking and assessment methods utilised in early years education, with contrasts and comparisons being made between influential international models, the Foundation Phase and the New Curriculum. The final section outlines the considerations necessary when executing a play-based curriculum.
The Foundation Phase has been the statutory developmental curriculum for all 3- to 7-year-olds in Wales since it was established fully in September 2011. Supported by international research which evidenced effectual approaches to early years education and care, this bold implementation was first piloted in 2004, effectuating a change in education practices and signalling a radical move away from UK central government policies. Furthermore, the more formal National Curriculum, which was first introduced in 1988, along with competency-based pedagogical priorities that were in place in England were replaced. Instead, emphasis was placed on experiential learning and teaching through play-based, child-led activities via a single phase of holistic educational practices (Goodhall and Atkinson, 2021, p. 301; Welsh Government, 2014). Through developmental and experiential learning activities children are encouraged to become independent thinkers with an overall positive approach to learning facilitated by teaching staff and educational professionals. This represented a noteworthy change from previous pedagogical approaches that were in place to prepare children for formal learning. The Foundation Phase was underpinned by constructivist theories, drawing inspiration from early years education in New Zealand (Te Whariki), Northern Italy (Reggio Emilia) and Scandinavian countries with a clear focus on the individual child, highlighting socio-cultural ideas of empowerment and play as a vehicle to facilitate children’s learning. As a result it advocates an experiential, play-based approach however, the Foundation Phase deviates from international influences in several ways (Maynard and Powell, 2013; OECD, 2004). Firstly, there remains a strong requirement for key skill development by a certain age, particularly in literacy and numeracy. Despite encouraging developmentally appropriate practice these milestone markers are a necessary requirement by the end of the Foundation Phase. Secondly, a balance of continuous, focussed and enhanced provision is encouraged without the complete removal of direct, formal teaching (Welsh Government, 2009). Finally, Welsh Government emphasis on raising standards to mitigate the impact of educational disadvantage at home deviates away from international practices, regarding the role of the parent as requiring intervention rather than seeing them as co-producers of the curriculum (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). 
During the initial implementation of the Foundation Phase, one of the immediate hurdles was the misinterpretation of the parameters of play with professionals across multiple disciplines harbouring conflicting opinions and varied definitions of what constitutes play. Some educational practitioners regarded the role of the adult as unclear during rollout of the Foundation Phase as understanding of pedagogies and subsequent delivery was instead inaugurated by individual interpretation (Barnes and Waters, 2018; Welsh Government, 2014; Welsh Government, 2015). At the time it was argued that, without adequate support for practitioners during the inception stages, the overwhelming task of practical change and daunting adoption of new philosophical ideals could result in a ‘fallback position’. This would cause practitioners to revert to pedagogical practices and approaches inherent in the previous curricula (Aasen and Waters, 2006, p. 127). Furthermore, this pattern of new practice implementation and old practice reversion yielded potential to develop a ‘pendulum effect’ with practitioners frustratingly moving back and forth between the two curricula, affording neither approach sufficient execution, consequently causing potential confusion for the intended recipients (Barker, 2010).   
Despite the initial difficulties during the beginning stages of rollout, where The Foundation Phase was implemented well, it was deemed successful, raising the attainment levels of all children (Welsh Government, 2016). This was supported by international research evidence of the most effectual pedagogical approaches and reviews commissioned by the Welsh Government, including a three-year independent evaluation (Welsh Government, 2015a) and an independent stocktake (Welsh Government, 2014). The findings were overwhelmingly positive showing that the Foundation Phase was associated with improvements in school attendance, literacy, numeracy and overall learner well-being. Additionally, the effectiveness of the Foundation Phase was emphasised by Donaldson (2015) in his review of the curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. Donaldson stated that, during the undertaking of the review he met a wealth of people passionate about providing high-quality, world-class early childhood education and care for the children and young people of Wales. This key characteristic is testament to the outstanding education system in Wales. Likewise, it has played a part in reducing inequalities linked to socio-economic status and varied parental backgrounds and has positively impacted upon prosperity and economic growth (Welsh Government, 2020). Conversely, positive implementation varies significantly between settings and schools, perhaps in part due to the ‘vagueness’ associated with the interpretations of play or the insufficient understanding of a ‘child-led’ curricula. In international models, the role of the practitioner is both proactive and responsive. Proactive: in creating positive learning environments and experiences, and responsive: to the individual interests and learning styles of children, striking a balance between child-led activities and those directed by practitioners to facilitate structured learning (Darling-Hammond et al, 2019; Ofsted, 2021b). Perhaps the confusion surrounding the interpretation of play and misunderstanding of roles, along with relatively low performance were the cumulative effects which have brought about the current introduction of the New Curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021a). Both the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) reported a higher proportion of low performance from Welsh school children.         
The New Curriculum will begin implementation in Wales in September 2022. Similar in origin to The Foundation Phase with its implementation taking place in Wales but encompassing data, ideas and pedagogies from around the world, it ushers in opportunities for growth, development and continued progress. Correspondingly, there will be changes made to learner assessment, staff training and progress feedback to further compliment the New Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2021a). The overall success of the Foundation Phase begs the question: why must the curriculum change in Wales? One consideration being that essential features of the current curriculum were devised in 1988, before the advent of the internet and the technological advancements that have become commonplace today. The curriculum must reflect this world of technology and globalisation and prepare young people to become digitally competent. To exist in a future of online shopping and social media personas, children must acquire the digital skills required to embrace these societal adaptations. Similarly, children  must develop the knowledge to apply those skills accordingly in a world where these are as essential as basic literacy and numeracy skills (Anderson, Raine and Vogels, 2021; Bers, 2012; Lasry and Kobayashi, 2019; Williamson, 2013; Zhao et al, 2016). Moreover, considering the new play-based curriculum implementation and digital competency requirements, the level of professional understanding must also adequately match these changes (O’Prey et al, 2016). With this pending educational reform on the horizon what beneficial realisations can be taken forward from the last curriculum overhaul? Welsh Government (2014) provides guidance towards the importance of continued and ongoing training for all practitioners working with children. Professional learning and development facilitates a move away from a ‘laissez-faire’ approach to education, empowering practitioners, increasing their confidence and expanding their own understanding of positive learning experiences and policy requirements (CIPD, 2020). Likewise, this was also highlighted as a paramount endeavour by Donaldson (2015) during the transition of the Foundation Phase. 
The New Curriculum provides every school the opportunity to design and implement their own curriculum, adhering to guidelines within a national approach set out in the four purposes. High expectation secures consistency, equity and excellence for all learners across the country, combining knowledge, skills and experience to promote individual and national wellbeing from a broad and balanced education (Welsh Government, 2019a) Although, perhaps schools in low income areas face a tougher challenge designing an adequate curriculum and are at the mercy of inequalities, certainly regarding available resources, further widening the gap between rich and poor in education (OECD, 2014; Welsh Government, 2019a). Accordingly, Welsh Government (2020) stated, to ensure that the intentions of the New Curriculum translate tangibly into practice, several issues should be addressed including the challenges facing all schools in relation to the creation and implementation of their own curriculum. This was reiterated by Welsh Government (2021b) which also reported a deep lack of understanding of the successful realisation of the curriculum and how it will look in practice. Additionally, how to monitor progress and the development of specific capabilities of staff were also questioned.  
Wales noted a marked increase in the numbers of learners attaining GCSE’s, with 2017 seeing secondary school students sitting six GCSE’s and 14 A levels designed specifically for Wales, a landmark for education. Also, Wales can boast repeatedly outperforming other United Kingdom nations in A level results. In addition, thousands more learners are going on to successfully study at higher education levels displaying an obvious succession of standards being risen. These successes could easily be attributed to the building blocks established during early years education and respectively the pioneering approaches administered by the Foundation Phase (Richards, 2018; Stats Wales, 2022; Statistics Authority, 2022; Welsh Government, 2019b). 
[bookmark: _Hlk92730866][bookmark: _Hlk92729905]In 2018 PISA measured the growth mindset of students across 77 countries (OECD, 2021). The results indicated that overall learners who considered themselves to possess a growth mindset, on average, reported higher scores across reading, mathematics and science. Furthermore, decreased levels of anxiety and heightened satisfaction levels were also reported. Current theory divides learners into two distinct categories considering them to have either a ‘fixed’ or a ‘growth’ mindset. This theory was introduced in 1970 by Carol Dweck. According to the theory, learners with a fixed mindset regard abilities as innate and predetermined by nature often avoiding challenges and regarding high levels of effort and setbacks as signalling low ability. In addition these learners often lack resilience, give up easily and ignore feedback. In contrast, learners with a growth mindset regard abilities as changeable and malleable and consider effort a necessary endeavour and setbacks an inherent element of the learning process (Dweck and Yeager, 2019). Consequently, learners who possess a growth mindset may potentially outperform fixed-minded peers because of their contrasting opinion of expended efforts. Accordingly, the integration of growth mindset theories into classrooms could improve academic equity and assist in optimising performance (Boylan, Barblett, and Knaus, 2018; Dweck, 2017; Yeager et al, 2021). The development of  a growth mindset increases a child’s agency for learning, creates a love of challenges and develops an essential resilience which can facilitate positive lifelong learning habits. Furthermore, this lateral thought process can bridge performance gaps between children, reveal new educational pathways for socio-economically disadvantaged children and has larger payoffs for vulnerable subgroups (Dweck, 2014; Pound, 2014).






Section 2
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 2019) stipulates that every child has the right to provision which enables them to develop their individual character, personality, talents and abilities. These are a child’s right irrespective of ethnicity, culture or religion, home language, family background or gender. During early years education, children can develop and progress quickly. Teachers and learning practitioners in early years settings are to ensure individual needs are met within a safe, welcoming environment that can facilitate learning through play and encourage development. Furthermore, it is understood that when a child’s individual needs are met and they feel happy and safe their learning potential is perpetuated (Department for Education, 2014, p.19). Moreover, a positive relationship with the adults providing the curriculum and supporting learners is also important especially when monitoring and tracking a child’s progress (Callanan et al, 2017). On-going formative assessments are an essential part of effective early years practice with baseline assessments recognised as critical as all progress is measured from this starting point. In a typical early years setting, after an initial settling in period and enough time to build a relationship with their key person, a series of observational assessments are carried out and compared against expectations for their age. Additionally, any data from previous settings would feed into the initial baseline assessment. After a clear baseline is established the on-going assessment cycle can begin via a series of termly observations which support future curriculum planning (Ofsted, 2021a). In Wales specifically, as part of Welsh Governments Early Years Developmental Assessment Framework (EYDAF), early years settings use the Foundation Phase Profile (the Profile). The Profile aligns with other assessments carried out on children by health care professionals with its main intention to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment. Additionally, the Profile supports assessment of children’s learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase, supporting the early identification of potential developmental delay, Additional Learning Needs or Special Education Needs. This can be used to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum and can be created using observations and formative assessment (Early Years Wales, 2020).  
Observing children as they interact through their play can strengthen and deepen current learning pathways. Additionally, talking to parents about likes and dislikes or behaviours outside of school can further strengthen observational assessments of early years children (Early Education, 2012). All practitioners involved in supporting a child’s development should strive to learn as much about the child as possible. To know and understand each child properly is to recognise every child as a unique individual and this has particular importance when gathering information on a child’s educational learning and development. It is important to track children’s progress in early years to determine whether development is on track and whether developmental milestones have been reached. Along with cognitive process development tracking, these milestones are beneficial indicators helping explain behaviours (CDC, 2022). However, they also support practitioners in monitoring social and emotional development, recognising individual interests and characteristics thus helping to build a broader understanding of a child’s overall well-being. This holistic approach to pedagogy supports the concept of the unique child (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009). 
Early years learning in New Zealand is supported by a framework of principles and strands known as Te Whariki, a curriculum that reaches out and supports almost every child across the country. Their early years curriculum standards are amongst the highest in the world, a celebrated framework that has influenced the current Welsh New Curriculum legislation. Certainly comparisons can be made as both curricula encompass a dual language stream and strong connections to culture. The Te Whariki ethos promotes quality early learning opportunities, relationships and experiences which build a strong foundation and support children to realise their own immense potential (Ministry of Education, 2017). Furthermore, Te Whariki practitioners (kaiako) work in partnership with parents, family and the surrounding community to facilitate children in experiencing a curriculum that empowers them as lifelong learners. Additionally, extended family (whanau) play a further influential part in a child’s upbringing in New Zealand which is also recognised by the curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2022). Te Whariki kaiako use a series of formal and informal early years assessments throughout a child’s progress through the educational programme to support curriculum planning and enhance learning. Informal assessments are made as and when required through interactions with, or responses to, children that are being observed at the setting. This can lead to almost immediate changes to the learning environment or teaching methods to further support children to reach both short- and long-term goals. More formal assessments involve kaiako documenting observations of children’s engagement with the curriculum. This may be supported by photographs, audio, videos or examples of children’s work that are collated to create a Portfolio which documents a ‘Learning Story’. These Portfolio are a useful tool in allowing kaiako to monitor and track progression in capabilities and analyse consideration of possible future learning pathways. Opportunity is also afforded to parents, family and whanau to contribute, whose observations and suggestions surrounding a child’s learning journey are valued additions. Self and peer assessment are supported by Portfolios by encouraging learning conversations and discussions around revisiting items. As children progress through the curriculum they will claim more independence over their Portfolio with older children taking more control, dictating the narrative and taking their own photographs. This continues until older, more competent children can converse with kaiako and whanau to plan their own learning journey and progression (Chan, 2019; Sellers, 2013; Zhang, 2017). However, Blaiklock (2010) argues that despite the documented efficacy of the Te Whariki curriculum, research is lacking in how Portfolios are an effective and practical means of assessing and enhancing children's learning, highlighting concerns over Learning Story adequacy and the difficulties establishing their credibility.
The Reggio Emilia philosophical approach to education mirrors many of the inherent strands that complete the Te Whariki curriculum. However, this is not an exclusive approach to learning and operates in conjunction with other curricula implemented across Italy. Initially implemented after World War II in the city of Reggio Emilia by Loris Malaguzzi. Following the expulsion of intense fascist oppression, the approach utilises a child influenced, self-guided approach that allows children to express themselves creatively to develop their individual personality (Hall, 2010; Smidt, 2013). Children are encouraged to utilise paints, art, drama and music and engage in meaningful learning experiences to become competent learners. This approach promotes a positive outlook toward learning and enhances the influence of early education (Vecchi, 2010). Furthermore, under the Reggio Emilia approach children are afforded an element of control over their learning progression. Children are regarded as valued, active members of the community, capable of reasoning and encouraged to interpret the world through question and exploration. This creates a solid foundation that supports future learning efforts and supports children to realise their full potential (Rinaldi, 2006). Additionally, and like Te Whariki, the Reggio Emilia approach is an all-inclusive style approach that recognises the importance and influence of family and the surrounding community. All adults surrounding a child are considered essential components that support the learning process and share collective responsibility for children. Parents are deemed partners and settings that adopt the approach facilitate a constant communication between practitioners and families to strengthen rapports and constantly strive to put the child’s educational needs at the forefront. Likewise, parents are encouraged to spend time at the setting to volunteer and to attempt to adopt some of the learning principles and apply them at home (Kinney and Wharton, 2015).  
In Wales 2013, the Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan (The Plan) was published.  Defining early years as 0 – 7 years of age or the period of life from prebirth to the end of Foundation Phase, The Plan brought together the various policies and programmes designed to impact on children in the early years. For the first time, health, education, parenting and all aspects regarding the welfare of children were collaborated in a framework which aimed to generate improved outcomes for early years learners in Wales. Furthermore, the Early Years Outcomes Framework was critical in working towards establishing a more coherent system of monitoring and tracking the progress and development of children in the early years (Welsh Government, 2015b). As children grow from infants to young adults, multiple developmental changes take place in their brains as continual progression of fine and gross motor skills persists. Physical and behavioural checkpoints, often referred to as milestones, indicate development in areas of physical, social, emotional, cognitive and communication skills (CDC, 2021). The terms ‘Ages and Stages’ is often used to outline these significant periods in the human development timeline. Approximately when these changes occur and how the developments transpire are genetically determined. For example, both a baby’s first smile and a toddler’s first step would be considered developmental stage milestones. However, each child will achieve these milestones at a different point in their timeline (Rojas, 2018). Each child is unique and the imperative role of parents and educational practitioners is to support each child’s individual abilities through encouragement, intervention and structure to enable smooth and successful transition through each developmental stage milestone (Child Mind Institute, 2022). From 18 months to 3 years, along with development of emotional regulation, this is a stage of rapid physical and intellectual development. During this time, parents, among the many other duties they perform, play the primary role of teacher, before children transition to day care, nurseries and preschool settings (Department for Education, 2020; Pathways, 2021). Ages 3 to 6 years old, emerging from toddlerhood, children begin entering formal education and socialising in larger play groups. In Wales, most children have started full-time education by the September after their fourth birthday. This is also a critical period for gross and fine motor skill development. Alongside further introduction to numbers, letters, starting reading and simple mathematical concepts, children are now learning to cooperatively interact with their peers whilst simultaneously comparing themselves intellectually to and competing physically against them (Help Me Grow, 2022). For example, a child can realise their relative running speed during an organised sports game or comparative language comprehension during a spelling test (Cherry, 2021; Child Development Institute, 2019). Developing in individual ways, from the earliest age children are competent learners. It has long been contested that the most beneficial mode of learning for children during this stage is play (Else, 2014; McInnes, 2019; Rogers and Lapping, 2012). ‘Learning through play’ theory has reshaped the curriculum in Wales and it could be suggested that the New Curriculum has underpinnings in the works of both Piaget and Vygotsky. The former studied intellectual staged development in children, suggesting children learn by constructing and reconstructing their understanding of reality. He argued, a child integrates a simple idea into a more complex one perpetually advancing however, to learn new ideas and concepts, milestone stages of development needed to be achieved (Wadsworth, 1979). Conversely, Vygotsky suggested children learn through communication, with an emphasis on the importance of play. Play encourages movement, helping children remain active and promoting good physical health and positive mental wellness. Free play is determined by the child or led by a group of children and is a necessary aspect of a child’s play spectrum (Hughes, 2012). There is often a certain element of risk involved when a challenge is introduced to extend the scope of a particular play activity. Through the uncertainty of risky play children are afforded the opportunity to explore boundaries, find out their personal limits and learn from their mistakes (Tovey, 2007). Observing children while they play helps to understand children’s learning progress, current aptitude and where they are developmentally. This supports understanding of a child’s individual abilities, what they know and can do. Observations encourage understanding of individual capabilities and how to progress learning development further (Smidt, 2015).  


	

Section 3
Call Of The Wild: Outdoor Learning in Wales 
Since the initial implementation of the Foundation Phase, Wales has led the UK in the development of outdoor learning provision. The Framework for Children’s Learning for 3 to 7-year-olds advocates utilisation of the outdoor environment as a resource to further promote independence and discovery in support of children’s learning (Welsh Government, 2009). Furthermore, as implementation of the New Curriculum dawns and the extension of experiential learning expectations increase, learning outdoors is set to continue to flourish and be an intrinsic part of the Welsh curriculum. Schools and settings are encouraged to design, develop and implement their own curriculum individually. This promotes further innovation for teachers and educational practitioners to deliver meaningful experiences, constructive knowledge and necessary skills to facilitate broad and balanced learning and the continued advancement in acquisition of development (OECD (2016).  
The development of children’s learning is supported and extended by the environment and the outdoors is the ideal environment for experiential learning (Welsh Government, 2021b). Being outdoors is a vital element that enhances children’s social, emotional and behavioural development through a variety of dynamic stimuli and unique opportunities to create, discover and learn. Similarly, early years practitioners have realised the benefits of implementing outdoor provision on children’s overall health and fitness alongside academic advancement. The ability to run, jump and increase levels of physical exertion by using equipment that cannot be used indoors extends range of motion. The outdoor natural environment provides a changeable playscape that challenges motor activity and a variety of dynamic obstacles that encourage body movement and promote motor skill development (Knight, 2016; Wainwright, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk92831022]The Foundation Phase attempts to link the indoor and outdoor learning environment to deliver the curriculum and allow children the freedom to move seamlessly between the two spaces. However, this can prove challenging occasionally with weather, time, space and resources being highlighted as areas of contention. The Department for Education (2014) reported that overall practitioners were encouraging outdoor learning pursuits regardless of the climate conditions and exposing children to different weather circumstances. The outdoor environment can impact on learning by including sights, sounds, smells, tastes and textures to intensify the experience and extend development parameters (Play Wales, 2022). Activities require time to set up and children require time to engage in the activities without the sense that practitioners are imposing time restrictions. This challenge is optimally confronted with practitioners prioritising organisation, remaining flexible and harbouring a relaxed attitude, allowing children to freely move between the indoor and outdoor environment (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009a). Perhaps the most demanding barrier identified in allowing children to access the outdoor environment would be space and resources. Key considerations to overcoming these obstacles are organisation, planning, adaptability and creativity. The significance of ongoing staff training cannot be overlooked. Consequently, continued professional development is paramount to ensure staff feel well equipped and have the relevant knowledge and required skills to plan for outdoor learning provision (Callanan et al, 2017; Early Years Careers, 2016). Early years practitioners play an integral part in delivering quality outdoor provision, engaging children using open-ended play materials, inspiring play through discussion and facilitating informed interactions (Machan, 2016). 
Outdoor learning activities require careful assessment and continual supervision as areas could present heightened risk factors along with the enhanced learning challenges. The correct provision and management of outdoor learning facilitates children to acquire new skills and encounter considered and evaluated risk. Exposure to acceptable risk is a fundamental part of outdoor learning and childhood development. A risk-free outdoor learning environment is both unattainable and uninspiring (Bilton and Waters, 2016; Rekers and Waters-Davies, 2021). Providing a holistic experience requires continuous, enhanced and focused planning by practitioners. A well-planned, adequately resourced environment can support a child-led approach encompassing all Areas of Learning across the curriculum and contribute to the realisation of the four purposes (Welsh Government (2015c). 
Furthermore, practitioners in Welsh settings benefit from regarding the outdoors and the New Curriculum as inseparable opposed to considering outdoor provision as an ‘add-on’ or as additional support to conventional learning approaches (Nutbrown, 2012). Accordingly, the role of the adult has significant bearing over the quality of the play experience with a beautifully designed play space filled with a plethora of resources viewed as ‘boring’ or deemed uninteresting without the intervention, imagination and creativity of receptive adult support. Facilitative adults and knowledgeable practitioners promote learning and development through careful planning and execution of activities, allowing natural discovery and curious exploration supported additionally by adult-child discussions. Through high quality play-based experiences with highly qualified practitioners children demonstrate long term intellectual and social benefits (Moyles, 2005).
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