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Section 1
In Wales, the Welsh Government has a responsibility to oversee and deliver education across all ages (Evans, 2022).    Currently, Wales’ curriculum reform process was granted an opportunity to radically change practice in education, produced by teachers and built for and around the children (Chapman, 2020).  By addressing the standard and fairness of a country’s education system can help build a better future.   If an education system is prosperous, it will allow all children to develop and strengthen their individuality whilst reenforcing society’s social well-being and volume of economic growth (Pont et al, 2014).  This assignment critically analyses potential barriers when creating a new curriculum and how these barriers can be alleviated whilst exploring what lessons can be learnt from other curricula and previous curriculum reform struggles Estyn (2018).
The Foundation Phase was introduced as the statutory curriculum in September 2010 for three to seven year olds in Wales.  It covers seven core areas of learning encouraging children to use their imagination and explore their inner creativity whilst making learning an enjoyable experience and increasingly effective.  The Foundation Phase supports children engaging in experimental first-hand activities, pointing out the seriousness of a child’s play and how these opportunities for play have a huge effect on children’s self-worth, promotion of well-being and increased learning opportunities (Welsh Government 2015).    The United Convention of the Rights of the Child 1989 states that every child has the right to play, relax and take part in various cultural and artistic activities. (UNICEF 2019).     The Foundation Phase implements play and play based-learning, however the definition of play over the years has proven hard to define (McInnes 2011).    Play encourages cognitional and positive attitudes towards learning, promoting independence and building confidence whilst supporting wellbeing and feelings (Welsh Government, 2022).  A play-based curriculum that pays attention to children’s interests and allow them to play and explore using their senses to understand the world around them is likely to feed their curiosity and urge to learn more (Dowling, 2014 pg 136).    An evaluation of the Foundation Phase carried out in 2015 found that schools that engaged in Foundation Phase pedagogies, have higher levels of pupil wellbeing and pupil involvement during learning (Welsh Government 2015).  However, when the Foundation phase was first implemented by way of a pilot in Wales it was introduced in 41 settings in 22 local authorities for three to five year olds.  It was found that in order to maintain play-based and experiential learning extra support was needed to develop these pedagogies (Waters, 2016).    Supporting Walters, 2016’s findings that extra support is needed to develop these pedagogies, research shows that successful settings do not just depend on child-centred practice, but an amalgamation of child-led and adult led activities to result in effective pedagogy.  There are many theorists who advocate play-based learning all of which have slightly different views.  Jean Piaget is a theorist who claimed that learning through play and curiosity constructs knowledge during interactions with the environment around the child (Kidd, 2015).      Supporting Piaget’s theory, Alam (2022) states learning through play encourages a child’s ability to discover, risk take and solve problems.   Alam continues to explain that children have a natural curiosity and will engage in activities based upon their interests in their environment of which they obtain from play-based learning.       However, whilst agreeing that research shows that young children’s most affective learning style is through play, Fisher and Williams (2004) argues that the play should be purposeful and for this to happen it needs to have a challenging element, encouraging curiosity and deep thinking when engaging in activities which are creative and stimulating.      Furthermore, Fisher and Williams state that a child’s imagination should be supported by inquisitive questioning by others whilst they engage in the activities, this is an element incorporated in the Foundation Phase Framework.   Donaldson (2015 pg. 21) states that evidence indicates that the current curriculum in Wales shows a lot of strengths however there is evidence of a need for change and address challenges to create a curriculum to support high end teaching and learning in the twenty first century.  An independent stock take of the foundation phase was carried out in Wales in 2014 which primarily resulted in a lack of training.  This stock take resulted in various recommendations one of which was to develop training that demonstrates the progression of skills and models effective implementation across the Foundation Phase.  These models should be available for both maintained schools and non-maintained settings to acquire easily (Welsh Government 2014).  Therefore, this indicates that teachers and practitioners require the relevant training to be able to implement the curriculum successfully (Makeleni and Sethusha, 2014).     A three-year report was also carried out by the Welsh Government in 2015 evaluating the Foundation Phase, the report presented various findings that would benefit from further enhancement, again evidencing a lot of emphasis on professional training and supporting practitioner knowledge of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015).   The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OCED) claims that in order to transform teaching it requires the teachers at present to adjust to continuous changes and demands, it is therefore paramount to supply practitioners and teachers with a high-quality service of continuous professional development (OCED, 2014).  Social Care Wales (2014) state that employers must provide developmental learning opportunities to enable them to effectively complete their job role whilst preparing them for any changes that may arise with future roles and responsibilities.    A further barrier in the successfully implementing a curriculum reform and that is the willingness of staff to adapt to change in a curriculum.   Many teachers don’t recognise the need for change, and some find change will threaten their expertise, in addition of the fear of the unknown (Barnwell, 2015).   In contrast to this, Damme (2014), states that this is not always the case and that research carried out by various sources found that, teachers gain greater job satisfaction when innovation of education systems are in progress although both and not mutually exclusive.  
In conclusion this piece of writing has critically analysed implementation of play-based curricula.  From this evidence one can see the emphasis on play-based learning and the importance of this on children’s holistic learning and development.  The potential barriers of implementing a new curriculum have been researched and of which has also highlighted lessons that can be learned by implementing the New Curriculum for non-maintained settings.    As a result of this research the findings show a constant, arising throughout the reports, this being a lack of training provided to staff and the willingness for staff to learn something new and alter their practice.    Therefore, as a result of these findings it is said that to ensure that the curriculum is implemented successfully, up to date continuous professional development for practitioners and teachers alike is paramount.

Section 2
One may wonder, What is meant by the Unique Child?.  The curriculum for non-maintained settings in Wales recognises that every child is unique and will develop at a fast pace during the ages of birth to five (Welsh Government pg.6, 2022).  Supporting this The Department for Education (2021) agrees that all children are unique, these children are learning continuously, and they may be capable, confident and resilient.  The curriculum for non-maintained settings observes and celebrates the uniqueness of each child in their own learning journey. This should not be rushed, allowing sufficient time, space and independence (Welsh Government 2022).  It is important to recognise that every child is unique 
With numerous curricula, assessments and development models in early years education it can be hard to know what the right one to follow.  There are very conflicting views of curricula and pedagogies and they can often contradict each other (Veazey 2020).   
But the most important aspect to keep in mind is do they support the concept of the Unique Child? 
The Foundation Phase Profile follows an age and stage assessment base for tracking early years development in Wales.  This profile consists of providing two pieces of evidence in four areas of learning, these include Cultural Diversity and Well-being, Personal and Social Development, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical Development and Physical Development covering children’s development from six months to 7 years Welsh Government (2017).    Research was carried out in 2022 whereby 20 case study schools were involved, and 76 educational practitioners and parents were interviewed to establish the effects the Foundation Phase assessment have on pupils and staff.   The main findings found that the profile was assessing if a child could do one thing or not rather than looking at it more subjectively especially in the areas of Personal and Social Development their wellbeing and not considering Cultural Diversity.   Many criticised that the Foundation Phase Profile was robotic in its process consisting of a tick box and not working with the individual child’s learning journey (Welsh Government 2022).     Although this may not be a flawless way to assess, many teachers use it because the method helps them to build a picture of what that child can do as they play and socialise with peers (Bradbury & Roberts-Holmes 2017)  Recognising the importance of natively born people retaining their culture and language is important, but can become problematic when introducing the level of implementation in education and defining what culture means (Ritchie, 2003).    McIntosh 2018 refers to culture as how one understands themselves as a member of society and as an individual.   Understanding the religion, rituals stories and language spoken.        It can also have an adverse effect on children’s emotional well-being, subsequently a study carried out by Alsubaie (2015) resulted in a child of Chinese culture learning in a multicultural class in Western America being afraid of being asked questions in class in the event of not giving the correct answers.  The child was afraid of the criticism from peers and therefore having a negative effect on his personal and social well-being.   The teacher found it difficult to teach and support the Chinese pupil having no knowledge of his culture.  Therefore, had he had knowledge of this culture, would have known that direct questioning learning style is not recognised in China and could possibly have eliminated this emotional suffering of the child in question.     
New Zealand and the Te Whriki Early Childhood Curriculum are advocates for bi-cultural education.  The Minster of Education first founded this curriculum in 1996, its vision was that all practitioners, children and families share aspiration to weave together their own unique curriculum (Ministry of Education 2017).  It can be seen from Dr Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures report that the New Curriculum for Wales is hoping to implement the same for Wales new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015).  The Ministry for Education 2017 describes the Te Whriki approach as an inclusive curriculum, valuing children’s home languages and cultures in education.   Children are possibly learning in and through multiple languages supporting the children to become bi- or multilingual.  Assessments are carried out by way of Learning Stories, whereby observations are carried out allowing parents and children to contribute which may include children's art, voice recordings of oral language and learning stories (Ministry of Education 2017).   In contrast to the Foundation Phase assessments, Te Whariki methods of assessment are very much child-centred thereby supporting the concept of the Unique child.    
However there is the view that although it has had a lot of praise over the years there is little research evidence about how effective the Te Whariki curriculum is and how simple it is to implement?.   Research carried out in 2010 concluded with there being a lack of evidence that learning stories support growth in children's key area of learning (Blaiklock, 2010).  In support of this statement Hamilton (2016) states that there is not enough factual evidence that suggests that the Te Whariki approach to curriculum is of any significance to learning and development among children in comparison to other curriculums.   The Foundation Phase assessments have been designed to track and support early indicators of possible delays in development, additional learning needs (ALN) and Special Educational Needs (SEN), working in collaboration with health professionals.   With this information practitioners together with multi-agencies can work together to support the child in their learning and development (Welsh Government 2017).    However, research completed by The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) showed that in 2016, scores for Wales ranked lowest among the nations in the UK.     These results and rating by PISA could have a detrimental impact on Wales’ ability to cumulate funding internationally and perhaps having an adverse effect on children competing for jobs internationally in the future if something does not change (Macdonald, 2018).    
Therefore, could this research from practitioners and parents carried out above, along with the results from PISA have resulted in Wales deciding to introduce the new curriculum reform?.     Taking on board these findings, adopting a similar view of the Te Whariki curricula.   The New Curriculum for funded non-maintained settings in Wales does not support a tick box assessment method and believes that learning should be an ongoing process that is purposeful and manageable, both to the practitioner and children during their progression, therefore following a child-centred practice (Welsh Government, 2022).  Jean Piaget believed that children go through the same stages of thinking skills, however the age in which they accomplish these thinking processes may vary.  Highlighting the importance to parents and practitioners that each individual child will develop at their own rate (Mooney, 2000, pg. 80).   
Furthermore, the new curriculum for Wales and Te Whariki hold a lot of emphasis on the environment in which the learning takes place and the enabling adults who support it.   In addition, having a shared emphasis on the crucial role relationships have for young people, not only with others but the relationships they have with the environment around them and the things in it (Welsh Government 2022) and (Veazey 2020).    Maria Montessori also believed that the “environment” included not only the space the children play in but the materials within it.  In addition to this she thought that it is that of the practitioner’s responsibility to ensure to provide for the children a wonderful rich sensory experience which accommodate the child’s size full of authentic resources (Mooney, 2000, pg 38)   To create a rich learning environment the Curriculum for Wales states that practitioners should allow and encourage children to be independent in their learning be able to have their say whilst taking responsibility.  All children should be included in the learning environment and these opportunities for learning should be real experiences that take place both indoors and outdoors whilst applying and extending their skills and knowledge in a safe and secure environment with the support of the enabling adult.    However, lack of continuous professional development and knowledge that teachers and practitioners is not always available.  Supporting this statement in the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase carried out in 2015, one of the recommendations to improve on was that training and guidance needed to contain more information on assessments and observations taking place in the outdoors, how to deliver a rich enhanced provision and the role of the teachers and other staff and particular attention should be given to training regarding Foundation Phase Pedagogies and improving their understanding of the approaches and pedagogies used. (Welsh Government 2015).  Funding for training can be a problem when introducing a curriculum reform.  There is hope that as a nation we have learnt from these evaluations as The Learning Partnership for Wales (2022) currently provide training and support for staff working towards the New Curriculum for Wales.  In summary, practitioners and teachers should use their methods of assessment to support and develop children’s learning.  It should be a helpful tool for practice and not drive it.  Age and stage related assessments are deemed as unreliable, especially for children with special educational needs and children with language and communication difficulties (Grenier 2021).  It is vital to remember that when observing and assessing children of all ages they arrive at your door rich in unique historic experiences and it is a practitioner's duty to getting to know the child even if this can see very difficult, whether it be a large class, the child may come from a difficult cultural background resulting in a language unknown to the practitioner.  Building a trusting relationship and connection with that child will ultimately result in successful learning and development strategies (Smidt, 2005).


Blog
Are funded non-maintained Nursery Settings ahead of mainstream schools in adopting a child-centred curriculum?  What could they learn from them about the role of the adult and planning for children’s learning and development? 
With the New Curriculum for Wales coming into force, as a practitioner working in an early years, funded non-maintained setting, this ethos of a child-centred approach is something that has been put into practice in my setting for quite some time.    
How settings plan for children’s play is generally a pre-planned process and based around specific themes, especially in schools.    More recently ‘In the Moment Planning’ has become an increasingly popular method of planning activities, allowing a deeper level of play and learning as it is based around a particular interest in that moment for that unique child.   
A child comes into the world with billions of brain cells and by stimulating the child's play the cells connect and synapse are formed development the child’s brain (Shanley No Date). All children from birth thrive when adults act responsively and respectfully.  For instance, a child who loves an outdoor environment will find themselves feeling stressed when being made to sit in silence, this will have a negative effect with regards to new learning.   By allowing this child the freedom to choose the outdoors to learn in a physical will result in positive new learning development (Ephgrave 2018). At many non-maintained settings ‘free flow play’ is offered to all children.  Bruce (2011) believes that ‘free flow play’ is made up of 12 elements including solitary play imaginative play and allowing the children to explore freely around the setting.  From research carried out, Hoskins and Smedley (2019) state that the drive from the government for teachers to push children in their care to achieve academic milestones that they struggled to find time to play with the children.   A child is free to choose his own actions according to the demands and laws of the play they are engrossed in.  Through this and in their play, they can exist independently and be themselves (Froebel Trust, No Date)
Supporting this statement Ephgrave (2022) defines in the moment planning as whereby children play where they want, whenever they want for a period chosen by them, in a way that makes them happy.  However, for this to happen Ephgrave (2021) explains that rich learning environments and enabling adults are needed to support the children.  Non-maintained settings recognise that the role of the adult is to support and encourage early learning by creating safe environments that are emotionally and aesthetically pleasing.   The adult must model a happy encouraging approach to learning allowing children’s natural curiosity to lead the play whilst making the most of those invaluable teachable moments as we observe the children in their natural environment (Welsh Government 2022).    In contrast to this many practitioners feel secure planning every finer detail up to every half term, in advance.  But with this in mind one may wonder, does this show us the role of a responsive adult? (Barber & Paul-Smith 2010). 
With the role of the enabling adult in mind, in my place of work we incorporate Sustained Shared Thinking in our daily practice, this broadens the children’s curiosity and thinking.    It is important that children’s thinking skills are supported during the early years of learning and education, when children are confused or are unsure about problem solving or understanding concepts the enabling adult can model the thinking process called metacognition (Brodie 2014 pg.16)    Research has found that children as young as 3 years of age can use metacognition and have benefited from adults using metacognition when joining in their play, therefore proving to be a strong pedagogical tool in early years education (Whitebread & Neale 2020)    Many non-maintained settings follow the Assessing Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care : Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale for 2-5 year olds Provision.  This scale is used as an observational tool for practitioners to evaluate their own practice and support problem solving and imagination previous scales have assessed the standard of resources, space, activities and provision.  This scale adds a new focus on self-regulation, wellbeing and focused thinking supported by gentle interactions from enabling adults (Siraj et al 2015).   Point 2 of the Teachers Standards in Early Years 2013, states that teachers must adhere to promote good progress and outcomes in the children in their care including: -
‘Lead and model effective strategies to develop and extend children’s learning and 	thinking, including sustained shared thinking’ (National College for Teaching and 	Leadership 2013)
Although this is what all teachers should be adhering to some would argue that this is an easier process for non-maintained settings then mainstream schools as the ratios are possibly smaller.  Research shows that where practitioners used sustained shared thinking in their practice daily, children had reached greater developmental progression than those practitioners who didn’t adopt this practice (Department for Education, 2015).   However, the factor of higher ratios in mainstream schools compared to those in non-maintained settings, could make this barrier hard to overcome.    
To conclude I do believe with the research and findings above that many non-maintained settings are further ahead than mainstream settings in producing a child-centred curriculum, this is due to some barriers teachers in mainstream schools may face with regards to time, ratio and pressure from the government for assessment goals and outcomes.   

The child is free to determine his own actions according to the laws and demands of the play he is involved in. Through and in his play he is able to feel himself to be independent and autonomous...
Friedrich Froebel
In Liebschner 1992:69

	
	
	



