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Assignment Paper
Part 1 
This assignment will look at, and discuss, two different approaches to play based learning curriculum for early years education, the Foundation Phase in Wales and Te Whariki in New Zealand. It will focus on a child-centred play-based learning approach to curriculum, and whether this is working for the development of children. According to the Welsh Government (2019), the Foundation Phase is a curriculum in Wales for children aged three- to seven-years-old. It was designed to promote children’s learning by enabling them to be imaginative and creative, and to make learning more effective by providing children with more enjoyable learning experiences. Additionally, Ministry of Education (2025) states that Te Whariki is the curriculum for early childhood in New Zealand and it is designed to support children’s learning holistically through a range of activities, events, and experiences. 
[bookmark: _Int_xTYggmWQ][bookmark: _Int_2rEFilgZ]The Welsh Government (2015) states that the Foundation Phase curriculum was planned to be a framework that progresses children over four years within a school setting as well as in a nursery setting. A framework that spans over a period of time ensures that all children’s needs are met, including those with diverse needs, as children do not all progress the same. According to Birth To 5 Matters (no date), although there are some general patterns of children’s development according to their age, children are unique and develop at different rates to one another. Furthermore, Gillibrand, Lam and O’Donnell (2016) add that there are a range of variations in which children develop their cognitive and physical achievements, therefore early years curriculum should reflect this. Moreover, Baranados Early Learning (no date) states that Te Wharki’s Early Childhood Curriculum is also a progressive framework developed for children from birth to 6 years of age. 
As stated above, both the Foundation Phase and Te Whariki have a play-based learning approach to their curriculum. Tovey (2013) stated that Froebel as well as Vygtosky both contended that for young children, the leading form of development is play. Nolan and Paatsch (2018) add that findings from research studies provide positive results on the importance of play to a child’s holistic development, stating that learning through play enables children to actively explore their environments through their own discovery, enabling them to construct and build on their own knowledge. Additionally, Thomas and Lewis (2020) state that Froebel developed an educational theory stating that play is a ‘child’s work’ and emphasised the importance of a child-centred learning approach. Furthermore, according to Cheung, Ling and Leung (2017), a child-centred learning approach was developed from progressive education, as there is an emphasis on the whole child and their needs as well as the importance of ‘learning by doing’. There have been many studies which show the benefits that child-centred learning has on a child’s holistic development. 
[bookmark: _Int_9RzDV9hY]The Foundation Phase framework, as stated by the Welsh Government (2015), states that play is fundamental to a child’s intellectual development and that early years practitioners must reflect this in their classrooms. The framework sets out the areas of learning and guidance on how to achieve this. However, an evaluation of the Foundation Phase, as stated by ESTYN (2011), suggests that children in the Foundation Phase do not practice their reading and writing skills enough, and are therefore not progressing in their learning as a result. It is suggested that practitioners do not provide children with adequate opportunities to use their reading and writing skills across all areas of learning. Moreover, according to the Welsh Government (2017), Nick Gibb, the Schools Minister, delivered a speech stating that a child-centred learning approach has a negative impact on a child’s knowledge. It is stated that results from research and educational reports suggest there is evidence that teacher-led learning is more effective for the child’s development than a child-centred approach. However, the Welsh Government (2014) state that evaluations and surveys from key stakeholders and practitioners reported that the Foundation Phase had a positive impact, especially towards children’s confidence and attitude to learning, and their overall well-being. It was also reported that children in diverse groups also benefited more than their peers from the play-based child-centred approach to the Foundation Phase.  Dempsey et al (2023) adds that when children have good well-being and personal development it has positive outcomes for their education, as it builds on their knowledge of their own potential and their coping skills.
According to Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016), even though the Foundation Phase is based on constructivist theories of children’s learning through play, it does differ from other countries curriculum in three ways. This suggests that the Foundation Phase is attempting to balance a child-centred approach with a standards-driven education system. However, the Ministry of Education (2017) states that Te Whariki is primarily a curriculum rich in play-based experiences. Within these experiences they can develop their communication with practitioners, as well as their interest in the other areas of learning, which builds on their knowledge and therefore the children will develop holistically. Furthermore, Early Years Careers (2018) states that when children are provided with play-based learning they develop vital social skills through learning how to share and to take turns, as well as work with other children to solve problems. This aids in their social development and builds relationships, which are crucial skills for later on in life. Additionally, Nutbrown and Clough (2014) add that John Dewey developed his own theory on child development, which was in line with Froebel and Vygotsky’s theories. John Dewey’s believed in a full child-centred education system where children had the freedom to interact freely with their environment and their peers. This enables children to be seen as individuals and promotes their social skills, which will have a positive impact on them later on in life where they will become more effective members of society. Furthermore, according to Mitchell (2023), the foundation of the Te Whariki curriculum is the four principles and five strands. These were developed by sociocultural theory and traditional Maori thinking, and they shape how the curriculum is implemented within classrooms in New Zealand. The Education Hub (2020) adds that within the four principles and the five strands promote that the child is valued above all else, and that the curriculum is rich in respectful, responsive, and reciprocal relationships that support the children’s wellbeing, learning, and holistic development. 
[bookmark: _Int_mqdYaQlg]Audit Wales (2022) states that the Welsh Government has developed the new Curriculum for Wales, which will be implemented from September 2022 to all schools, special schools and early years settings. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2022) states that the new curriculum will include four purposes, similarly to Te Whariki, with the aim that all children will become the statement for each purpose through their learning experiences. Moreover, the Welsh Government (2023) states that the aim of their four purposes is that for all children and young people the is a shared aspiration for their future. These purposes also aim for positive well-being, success and lifelong ambitions which engage all children and young people to become active citizens of Wales and the rest of the world. However, according to Pack (2020), there can be many barriers to curriculum being implemented in educational settings. Some of which can be solved with preexisting solutions and others will require leaderships teams to come together to solve the barrier. Furthermore, Ross (2023) adds that a practitioner's interpretation of the curriculum can be a challenge for the implementation of the curriculum. Practitioners will interpret the curriculum through their own knowledge, which then shapes how the curriculum is implemented in the classroom. Additionally, McInnes (2011) states that a research study including two different settings provided findings on the importance of the practitioners' understanding of play within a learning environment. Their results suggest that settings with practitioners who have a strong understanding of how play and learning are connected, and how their teaching approach supports this, tend to have more positive outcomes for the children in their setting.
Furthermore, the Welsh Parliament (2023) states that Wales’ raking and scores in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) for 2022 had dropped from previous years. This assessment is aimed to examine how well children can apply their knowledge in both familiar and unfamiliar environments, therefore showing what they can do with the knowledge they have learned. Additionally, according to OECD (2023) New Zealand’s PISA scores were also down from previous years in mathematics in 2022, however their reading and science scores were around the same as previous years. Furthermore, Sjøberg (2015) state that Governments are influenced by the scores of their PISA scores, and the want for high results can have a negative effect on the values and principles of national curricula.
To bring this discussion to a conclusion, the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales and the Te Whariki Curriculum in New Zealand have many similarities, as they are both play based curriculum with a focus on being child-centred. However, the Foundation Phase is lacking in some areas compared to Te Wahriki.  It is suggested that this is due to the Foundation Phase still having an aspect of adult-led focused provision and not focusing fully on the child-centred approach, unlike Te Whariki. Additionally, even though there are reports stating some areas of learning are lacking in the Foundation Phase, there are also evaluations of the Foundation Phase that have found many benefits to children’s development and their well-being, especially in more diverse groups. Therefore, there has been an update to the Foundation Phase curriculum, now being the Curriculum for Wales. This curriculum does have a higher emphasis on the child, which brings the similarities to Te Whariki closer. 

Part 2
[bookmark: _Int_lbSQqZwy]This section of the assignment will explore the concept of the unique child and consider how early years assessments and progress tracking reflect and support this. According to Worcestershire County Council (no date) every child is unique and learns differently from each other, and early years education needs to be inclusive to ensure each child learns and develops holistically. Watkins and Meijer (2016) state that children’s development is significantly impacted by their early childhood education, and that inclusive practice is vital to ensuring all children progress in their learning and development. Furthermore, Priyadarshini (2015) discusses Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligence, which is a theory based on how individuals learn. Howard Gardner believed that every person is an individual and that they possess, exhibit and perceive the world around them in eight ways, which are all equal to one another. Each person will have a varied amount of these, however, they will combine them together and use them in different ways, making each person unique. Additionally, Anonymous (2019) adds that during an interview, Howard Gardner stated that he believed that testing children to obtain IQ numbers was not beneficial to children’s development and his theory, as they do not look at the child and their multiple intelligences as a whole and only how they perform within test questioning. However, the Welsh Government (2024)a states that it is mandatory for all children in maintained schools in Wales, from year 2 until year 9, to complete national assessment tests in Numeracy and Reading at the end of each academic year. 
According to information provided by the Welsh Government (2024)b, the national assessments are designed to provide practitioners and parents with a snapshot of a child’s numeracy and reading skills. The aim of these results is to support practitioners when planning the next steps for each child in their setting. However, Clement (2019) raises concerns on the impact that these national assessments have on young children, stating that they can have a negative impact on a child’s mental health and well-being. Furthermore, Ofqual (2020) states that children can experience anxiety related to assessments, which is known as ‘test anxiety’. Test anxiety can manifest as physiological or cognitive symptoms, and these can appear before, during, or after the assessment. Additionally, according to Lievore, Caviola and Mammarella (2024), children who have anxiety mindsets, or negative emotions in stressful situations, such as tests, can have an impact on their learning, especially in mathematics. With mathematics in mind specifically, this form of anxiety is commonly observed and has been classified as mathematics anxiety (MA). When anxiety in children becomes severe, as stated by NHS (2023), it can impact their mental health and their emotional well-being, which can affect their confidence and self-esteem. This can result in the child being too anxious in certain situations and becoming withdrawn, which can lead to school avoidance and even depression.
Furthermore, Muradoglu, M. et al (2024) states that children who achieve lower than their peers in their education can result in a lack of motivation towards their learning. As a result, they develop a ‘fixed mindset’ which is where they believe that their ability cannot reach that of their peers. Additionally, Boylan, Barblett and Knaus (2018) add that to aid children in developing a ‘growth mindset’, which encourages children’s agency to learn. Practitioners must provide suitable goals within their setting for all children, ensuring that they develop social skills and well-being. Moreover, Haimovitz and Dweck (2017) states that research studies with children age between five and six years old, have shown that children will develop a growth mindset when they have positive experiences with their outcomes, and when they receive negative experiences, they can develop a fixed mindset. Therefore national testing may, for some children, be a causing factor for them to develop a fixed mindset. 
Vainikainen et al (2017) states that Finland, unlike Wales and many other countries, have chosen not to implement national testing for their early childhood education system, as it produces only a limited amount of information on the child’s knowledge. Additionally, Hammond and Sangster (2019) states that Finland opting out of national testing is due to research findings which suggest that these tests do not increase children’s learning and their development. Furthermore, Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (2025) adds that schools in Finland assess learning outcomes by sampling children from pre-primary, primary and lower secondary schools. Within these evaluations, goals that are set out in the curriculum are the key factors which practitioners use to reflect on their practice to ensure they are meeting the standards and vision of the education system in Finland. Moreover, according to Finland Education Hub (2023), practitioners in Finland assess children's learning through a variety of methods with the aim to identify the areas for improvement for each child and support them to recognise their strengths and weaknesses. These methods include self-assessments, observations, feedback-driven discussions, and peer evaluations. 
[bookmark: _Int_V50pElzR][bookmark: _Int_ESg4y8Yv]Based on research findings by Bauer and Gilpin (2023), it is suggested that children in the early years develop socio-emotional and cognitive skills through imaginative play and that practitioners can only report on this through classroom observations. Furthermore, the Department of Education (2024) states that early years observations and assessments can support practitioners in recognising the early signs of additional learning needs. These observations and assessments also support practitioners with a more detailed assessment of the child, and therefore benefit children with additional learning needs, as they meet the individual needs of the children. Additionally, Ntuli, Nyarambi and Traore (2014) discuss findings from research on immigrant children and standardised assessments. Their findings suggested that immigrant children were much less likely to score an average score, or an above average score on these tests, this was due to the tests being in the English language which was not their first language. Moreover, Castro and Meek (2022) adds that early years curricula and assessment, including learning materials should be culturally responsive and available in the array different languages that the children in the setting speak as their first language. This will ensure that all children’s individual needs will be met. 
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), as stated by UNICEF (no date), states in article 28 and 29 that every child has the right to an education and that the education provided must respect the child’s rights. Articles 2 and 30 state that the convention applies to all children, regardless of their abilities, culture, language or sex and that regardless of their culture or spoken language they have a right to learn. Furthermore, Smidt (2015) states that education systems should encompass equity within their settings, as it will establish fair learning for all children, regardless of their diverse needs. According to Care Learning (2024) providing children with equity ensures that all children are not treated as equals, they are treated as individuals with separate needs and providing equity ensure that each child receives their own support based on their individual needs. 
In conclusion, when looking at the unique child in comparison to national testing and assessments in the early years, it is clear to see that national testing only looks at specific knowledge and skills and not at the whole child. These tests can overlook vital areas of development, such as creativity, problem solving, and social-emotional skills, as well as potentially missing signs of additional learning needs. These tests can also create a barrier to children who do not speak the English language as their first language, as interpretation or translation could be misleading. With these factors in mind, national testing poses a risk in creating fixed mindsets in children towards their learning and education, potentially affecting their motivation for school. Therefore, it is vital to ensure education systems are meeting the child’s rights, as stated in the UNCRC, and ensuring they develop growth mindsets and positive motivation towards their learning and education. From research it is suggested that observational methods are more suited to meeting the individual needs of children and the ‘unique child’, as they give a more detailed overview of how the child is developing holistically. 
Part 3 - Stuck Inside: Why Outdoor Learning is not happening enough? 
Despite a growing body of research highlighting the significant benefits of outdoor learning, and the introduction of a new curriculum which has a focus on it, particularly in the early years, many early years settings continue to engage more in indoor learning and activities. This raises important questions as to the reasoning behind the implementation of outdoor learning and about the barriers to implementing it, which this blog will aim to explore, by looking at current practices, policies, and evaluations from stakeholders.  

What is the new Curriculum for Wales?
The Welsh Parliament (2024) states that the new Curriculum for Wales was rolled out, initially, to primary aged children and to children in their first year of secondary school, with the aim to extend this to all secondary school children by the 26/27 school year. The new curriculum will focus on four purposes, which will shape children for their future, rather than focusing on the content that they learn. This has been developed based on a report of the previous curriculum by Professor Graham Donaldson. Donaldson (2015) stated in his report ‘Successful Futures’ that the structure of the new curriculum should include ‘Areas of Learning and Experience’, with a link to the four purposes. The term ‘experience’ has been added from the previous ‘Area of Learning’ from the Foundation Phase curriculum, as a guide to focus children’s learning on educational experiences that provide cross curricula learning, rather than a subject centred approach. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2024)c states that through a cross curricula approach children will form connections across all areas of their learning, which will build on their knowledge and skills through the combination of different experiences. Additionally, Taylor and Boyer (2020) add that in the early years, engaging play-based learning experiences are an essential part of a child’s education. As partitioners can implement the academic standards of curriculum to create appropriate educational experiences to enable holistic learning.
How is outdoor play linked to learning?
[bookmark: _Int_HoKxVlVL]When using the term outdoor play, it is important to note that we are not talking about children’s playtime, instead it refers to time spent outdoors during time set aside for learning during their time in their early years setting. According to Early Education (2022), practitioners can extend their classroom to incorporate outdoor play in many ways, and providing outdoor learning as much as possible will enrich children’s experiences and develop their learning. Woodland Trust (no date) provides many ideas on how outdoor play can be linked to the areas of learning in the curriculum. For example, numeracy can be incorporated into outdoor play when measuring trees or sticks that children may be using to build a den or a bug hotel. Literacy and communication are also incorporated as children work together as a team to create ideas on what and how to build.
What are the barriers to providing children with outdoor learning opportunities?
Given the many benefits of outdoor learning and its growing emphasis within the curriculum, why is it still not being widely implemented in schools? James and Williams (2017) state that the emphasis on education improving academic achievement and children gaining high test scores. This has resulted in practitioners having less focus on educational, hands-on learning experiences. Furthermore, Davies and Hamilton (2018) suggest that early years practitioners play an important role in implementing the curriculum and, when it comes to outdoor play learning, they may have their own perceptions of what it means. Therefore, some practitioners may be less likely to agree with the value of outdoor learning and not participate as much as they should, which can result in missed opportunities for children and their development. Additionally, van Dijk-Wesselius et al (2020) state that studies and feedback provided from early years practitioners provided information on the barriers that they faced when trying to engage in outdoor learning. Practitioners stated that the planning of outdoor activities was more complex than indoor activities, and there was uncertainty on how to use the outdoor environment. Another challenge and potential barrier to outdoor learning is the hazard risks that come with people in a natural environment. As stated by the Institute for Outdoor Learning (2025), there can be many hazards and risks of harm to children and practitioners when out in natural environments, and with outdoor conditions changing, these need to be foreseen in order to meet the needs of the children as well as the outdoor learning activity.
How can we minimise these barriers?
Here we will look at ways in which the barriers mentioned above can be minimised, thus ensuring that all children are provided with as many outdoor play and learning opportunities as possible. 
[bookmark: _Int_Rf3AXnix]In regard to practitioners' perceptions, Bilton and Waters (2017) suggest that providing practitioners with a clear understanding of the benefits of outdoor learning, and how it is incorporate and linked to the aims and outcomes of the curriculum would be beneficial. This can be done through practitioners training online or in-person, such as those provided by Learning through Landscapes (2023). 
Additionally, as stated by Outdoor Classroom Day (no date), when practitioners are faced with challenges of hazard, then a risk benefit assessment needs to be looked at to ensure that the benefits of the activity outweigh the risks, as well as ensuring that the risks are minimised as much as possible. A risk-benefit assessment will state where the class is going, what benefit the activity or visit has for the children’s learning and development, what the potential risks are, who is at risk and what can be done to minimise them. Lastly, practitioners can prepare for different weather conditions by ensuring the children have waterproof clothing, jackets and wellingtons for when it is raining, or similarly hats and suncream for when it is sunny.
Conclusion
In summary, although the Curriculum for Wales promotes outdoor learning within the early years, many early years settings still prioritise indoor activities, despite there being many theories and research on the benefits to a child’s cognitive, social, and physical development. This gap stems from factors like practitioner perceptions, safety concerns, and challenges with planning. However, with targeted training and better support for practitioners, and practical risk assessments, these barriers can be reduced. Outdoor learning should be a regular and valued part of children’s education, not an exception.
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