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Early Years Curricula

Section 1
According to Fleer (2021) and Kuschner (2009) it is difficult to define play as it means something different to everyone and has many concepts, but essentially play should be an intrinsically motivating activity that is fun. The curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings points out that all children have a fundamental right to play which supports their holistic development (Welsh Government, 2022). The Foundation Phase curriculum focuses on play which provides children with opportunities and experiences to have an active involvement in their own learning (Welsh Government, 2008b). The Foundation Phase considered theorists views of play being essential to children’s development as Vygotsky states that children are individuals who learn in their own way and at their own pace, supported by their environment and others around them (Bodrova, Germeroth and Leong, 2013).
An evaluation of the Foundation Phase was completed and its findings state that schools effectively using the curriculum and its pedagogies have a greater level of pupil involvement and demonstrate higher levels of pupil wellbeing (WISERD, 2015). Most practitioners interviewed during this evaluation believe that the Foundation Phase curriculum is having a positive impact on children’s learning, wellbeing, and attitudes to learning (WISERD, 2015). Welsh Government (2014) stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales also found that the curriculum has had a positive impact on children’s learning opportunities due to improved quality of practice and provision. Both reports state that implementing a new curriculum takes time and requires full participation from those involved to be successful (WISERD, 2015 and Welsh Government, 2014). OECD (2020) also believe that it takes a considerable amount of time to change a curriculum and states that engaging teachers and practitioners in the planning process may help to develop enthusiasm and encourage the development of the new pedagogy. 
However, Donaldson (2015) found that the curriculum was out of date and believed that the phases and key stages set within the Foundation Phase are not appropriate as children develop at different rates. Donaldson (2015) states that learning should be a continuous, educational experience for all children from 3-16 years old, giving more freedom to teachers in choosing what they teach and promoting the holistic development of children in a quality environment with qualified, knowledgeable practitioners supporting learning.
According to the evaluative reports, the introduction of the Foundation Phase has shown improvements in children’s learning and development. Both reports have provided recommendations for further development and implementation of the Foundation Phase which apply to everybody involved with the curriculum, including Welsh Government, local authorities, inspectorate companies and practitioners (WISERD, 2015 and Welsh Government, 2014).
Professional learning and development for head teachers, teachers and practitioners has been highlighted as a recommendation within all reports, with a view to improve the level of understanding of the approaches and pedagogies of the Foundation Phase (WISERD, 2015, Welsh Government, 2014, and Donaldson, 2015). According to Waters (2016), the initial challenge of the Foundation Phase curriculum was practitioners understanding of child-led and play-based learning which is why training is required alongside time and support for teachers and practitioners to adapt to the changes. Welsh Government (2008a) points out that the role of the practitioner is central to children’s learning in the Foundation Phase as practitioners are responsible for providing stimulating environments that aid curiosity and learning and use their knowledge and understanding of child development to support and enhance the learning. Within the Foundation Phase, practitioners are expected to be proactive by designing and providing stimulating environments that promote holistic child development and responsive to children’s needs and interests by interacting effectively to support learning and development (Waters, 2016, Welsh Government, 2008a and Welsh Government, 2022).
According to Kingston and Siraj (2017) professional development and staff motivation is fundamental to the success of the Foundation Phase as adults are required to support and extend children’s thinking and learning. Furthermore, Donaldson (2015) states that there needs to be a positive emphasis on improving professional development for practitioners in the Early Years. Waters and Payler (2015) state that many practitioners working in Early Years do not receive sufficient training or qualifications as often Early Years is not viewed as an important part of education. However, Kingston and Siraj (2017) discuss the consistent evidence on the importance of Early Years education and its effects on children as they progress.
Professional development is an important aspect of improving quality within schools and settings and is an essential part of a practitioner’s role (Welsh Government, 2014). Sumsion et al, (2015) emphasises the need for carefully considering training and professional learning to provide the best opportunities as they discovered that often training attended is not specific and does not have the intended impact. Both evaluative reports (WISERD, 2015 and Welsh Government, 2014) consider the possibility of making participation in training of Foundation Phase principles and pedagogies compulsory for all head teachers, teachers, practitioners, and leaders of settings to ensure a full understanding of the curriculum and its expectations. Welsh Government (2014) also recommends that all training should be relevant, including links between theory and practice to develop a further understanding. Waters (2016) agrees that practitioners in the Foundation Phase require meaningful professional learning that links theory and practice which will improve skills and standards of the quality of staff. 
Practitioners should take ownership of their own professional learning by reflecting on their own practice and accessing training that will support them and the children in their care (King, 2019, Sumsion et al, 2015, and Waters and Payler, 2015). However, Waters and Payler (2015) and Kingston and Siraj (2017) point out that practitioners are not always included in plans for their own professional learning, and they are also presented with challenges regarding cost and ability to attend during work hours. Practitioners are not always supported when considering professional development and are often expected to complete training outside of their working hours (King, 2019). WISERD (2015) recommends that schools and local authorities monitor the attendance of training by their staff and suggests that follow-up training should be provided within the school or setting after staff have attended a training session. Kingston and Siraj (2017) highlight the importance of follow up training as they believe that a one-off training session is not good enough as it does not have a significant impact on practice.
The WISERD (2015) evaluation report recognises the importance of the learning environment in supporting the curriculum and children’s development so recommends that schools and settings are provided with specific support to design and develop their environments. Practitioners are responsible for providing stimulating environments based on children’s interests and needs to aid curiosity and learning (Welsh Government, 2008a). Larson (2015) states that the environment provided for children to play is crucial in supporting their learning opportunities and early stages of brain development. The Foundation Phase requires provision of indoor and outdoor environments that promote children’s curiosity and offers opportunities to learn through first-hand experiences (Waters, 2016). WISERD (2015) suggests that specialist help may be required to support the development of learning environments, including the focus of outdoor learning. Practitioners need to understand the benefits of learning through play indoors and outdoors as a well-planned, structured environment can impact on children’s holistic development and encourage them to become active learners (Welsh Government, 2008b). Welsh Government (2014) stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales also recommends the sharing of good practice between schools and settings by allowing visits or sharing evidence and examples of good practice, this could be another way for practitioners to gain ideas and improve the quality of their learning environments.
The independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales (Welsh Government, 2014) recommends that considerations also need to be made with regards to the current inspection process, and changes should be made to coincide with the changes to curriculum. Mourshed, Chijioke and Barber (2010) point out that for any change to be successful, changes need to be made throughout the whole system and not just elements of it. OECD (2014) agree that all systems are required to adapt for any changes to work effectively. Mourshed, Chijioke and Barber (2010) discuss the impact that CIW and Estyn inspections have on schools/settings and state that they also need to be on board and aware of changes within the curriculum to adapt their inspections accordingly. Practitioners are driven by inspection expectations, so any changes made to the curriculum and assessment processes need to be addressed with the inspectorate companies so that they are inspecting the new principles that practitioners are working towards and not focusing on the old ways of working (OECD, no date). When completing inspections, Estyn are focused on supporting education and training providers to improve outcomes (Estyn, 2022), whereas Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) focus on the quality of services in promoting well-being (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2024). The stocktake report (Welsh Government, 2014) recommends that changes should be made in legislation to bring together CIW and Estyn inspections when inspecting services providing the Foundation Phase curriculum to children aged 3-7 years old. WISERD (2015) agrees and recommends that inspectors need to have knowledge and understanding of the Foundation Phase and to use the pedagogical elements of the curriculum during their inspections.

Section Two
Children’s development should not be compared to others as every child learns in their own way and at their own pace, reacting differently depending on their personality and temperament (Welsh Government, no date). Children are unique and have different learning styles that should be supported by teachers and practitioners (Dalton, 2018 and Fawson and Woods, 2011). According to Teachers TV (2008) child-led learning offers opportunities for children to learn and develop in their own way which will boost individual children’s self-esteem and self-confidence. Dalton (2018) believes that adults need to update their own continuous professional development to support and meet the needs of each unique child.
The Foundation Phase emphasises the importance of child-led learning and describes children as becoming active learners as they explore their well-planned, stimulating environments, whilst being supported effectively by adults (Welsh Government, 2008b). The Foundation Phase Profile is a tool that supports the assessment of children’s learning and development throughout the Foundation Phase curriculum. The profile consists of a nationally consistent baseline assessment that is completed when children begin the Foundation Phase with progress monitored and reviewed at the end of Foundation Phase. These assessments consist of observations and formative assessments, completing by teachers and practitioners working closely with each child (Welsh Government, 2017). Dalton (2018) states that observing children is key to understanding their development and allows practitioners to recognise any areas that children require further support. Completing the Foundation Phase Profile also supports the early identification of children with additional learning needs (ALN) as children’s progress is tracked from nursery to the end of year 2. Teachers and practitioners are then able to share information and gain support from outside agencies for individual children if required (Welsh Government, 2017).
Welsh Government (2017) states that baseline assessments should be completed by observing unobtrusively as children play, however, research into the assessment practices of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2022b) found that some practitioners described having to set up activities purposefully to gain information needed to complete the assessment as not all outcomes can be observed during play. The findings of this research point out that overall, practitioners are happy with the Foundation Phase Profile as it is useful for setting targets and next steps for children and helps to identify children with ALN. However, some practitioners felt that the assessment process was too time consuming and too much of a ‘tick-box’ exercise which is not tailored to the individual child (Welsh Government, 2022b).
According to WISERD (2013a) the Foundation Phase has put an end to formal, competency-based assessments and promotes the play-based, child-led learning approach. The Foundation Phase relies on teachers and practitioners’ observations and assessments rather than end result outcomes (Welsh Government, 2017 and WISERD, 2013a). This type of assessment places great responsibility on teachers and practitioners as they are required to complete meaningful observations that support each child’s learning and development. Primary school headteachers expressed their concerns regarding the Foundation Phase and its assessment process as they believe that assessments are not consistent and reliable as they rely on teacher assessment alone. The headteachers also felt that teachers were being removed from the children at the most important time to complete baseline assessments which are time consuming and inaccurate (BBC News, 2011). 
Education and Lifelong Learning Committee (2003) expressed the need for well-educated practitioners and manageable adult: child ratios to ensure the success of the Foundation Phase. When evaluating the Foundation Phase, WISERD (2013b) found that training and guidance is required to support practitioners with the understanding, pedagogies, and assessment requirements. They also state that practitioners need an understanding of theories and principles to complete their role within the Foundation Phase. WISERD (2013b) agrees with Education and Lifelong Learning Committee (2003) as they expressed the need for a well-educated workforce to support children’s learning and development in the Foundation Phase. Furthermore, Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron (2016) also state that teacher/practitioner training is vital as the more training that staff receive will result in a greater implementation of the Foundation Phase at that setting/school. It is important to consider the role of the practitioner as important as the role of the teacher as findings have demonstrated that generally, teachers complete direct teaching indoors whilst practitioners are involved in play-based learning outdoors and are likely to be highly involved in children’s learning (Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron, 2016). Training and support are essential for practitioners as some practitioners are unaware of the terminology used and its meanings which will influence the delivery of the Foundation Phase curriculum (WISERD, 2013b and Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron, 2016). 
The assessment arrangements for funded non-maintained nursery settings have been developed with practitioners for practitioners, for use alongside the new curriculum. They consider the needs of the individual child and recognise that every child is unique as they learn and develop at their own pace (Welsh Government, 2023a). Donaldson (2015) points out that the phases and key stages within the Foundation Phase are not appropriate for assessing children as each child will develop at different rates. He states that learning should be a continuous experience with children at the heart of the curriculum. Hwb (2022) state that removing end of phase assessments will ensure that assessment is always positive and forward-looking as children will progress as they transition from year to year through setting and school. The language and terminology used in the assessment process within the new curriculum remains positive and concentrates on what children can do, as opposed to what they have not yet achieved which ensures that parents viewing these documents can feel proud of what their child is achieving (Estyn, 2021). Whereas parents accessing their child’s Foundation Phase Profile assessments may feel that their child is underachieving and making no progress as practitioners have been unable to tick some of the outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022b).
The curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings in Wales recognises that every child is unique, which requires the assessment process to be purposeful and individual to each child (Welsh Government, 2022 and Welsh Government, 2023a). Assessments for children in funded non-maintained settings is fundamental to supporting children’s learning and progress and is not a one-off assessment completed at a set age. Assessments are completed by observing children as they access play-based learning activities. Observations require a level of skill from teachers and practitioners as observations should be unobtrusive, capturing what children can do and part of day-to-day practice. Practitioners need to understand when they should get involved in children’s play to enhance learning and when to take a step back and observe (Welsh Government, 2023a). Welsh Government (2023a) also emphasise that observations should not be the responsibility of one adult as shared knowledge is beneficial for assessing children’s progress. Estyn (2021) points out that teamwork is a positive element that is evident within the new curriculum. Welsh Government (2023b) point out that the new curriculum promotes practitioners working together and sharing information regarding observations, however, there are constraints to consider as practitioners are included in ratios throughout the day and have little time around their working hours to hold meetings and discussions with their colleagues. 
Welsh Government (2022b) found that practitioners were overall positive about the new curriculum, however, some were concerned about the breadth of the progression steps and believed that further training and support is required to fully understand the assessment arrangements. Practitioners use these findings to plan and provide further opportunities to support the mastering of skills and progression to next steps (Welsh Government, 2023a). According to Hwb (2022) assessment helps practitioners to understand individual children’s progress and identify how to support them. However, Titley, Davies, and Atherton (2020) found that teachers and practitioners do not fully understand and trust the new curriculum and assessment process as some are unwilling to invest in the new curriculum. Some teachers will find it difficult to move away from completing formal assessments and will struggle to take ownership of the assessments (Titley, Davies, and Atherton, 2020). OECD (2024) and Welsh Government (2022b) point out that guidance and support is required to facilitate the new curriculum, assessment process and adult levels of understanding. There is a concern that many practitioners would be unable to fully understand the language and terminology used within the new curriculum. Welsh Government (2023b) discusses the point that senior and more experienced staff should understand the language used, however, they feel that all practitioners should be able to fully access and understand the principles of the curriculum and the assessment process.

Section Three
Enabling environments in Early Years: how does a child’s environment impact on their holistic development?
As an Early Years practitioner, I am aware of the importance of planning, preparing, and providing a stimulating learning environment for the children in my care. The environment that is provided in schools and settings are well-planned and include activities that provide opportunities and experiences for the children to develop holistically. Activities provided include real resources where possible, as learning is most effective when children can explore through first-hand, real-life experiences. Selbie and Wickett (2010) state that children are naturally curious, and an effective environment is a place where powerful learning occurs. Children experience awe and wonder when accessing an Early Years environment, which encourages them to be curious, investigate, experiment and problem solve as they access areas and activities (Welsh Government, 2023c). By providing a rich, stimulating, and safe environment and allowing children to access it as they choose to, children can take their time to explore, learn and develop skills in their own way and at their own pace. 
Loris Malaguzzi emphasised the importance of an environment in children’s learning process as he considered the environment as a third teacher for children, alongside practitioners and parents. Children are capable and competent learners who should be inspired to direct their own learning by accessing aesthetically pleasing environments. Resources provided in a Reggio Emilia setting encourage exploration and experimentation and facilitate open-ended play. Using open-ended resources provides children with opportunities to be creative and imaginative and offers flexibility so that practitioners can adapt activities to meet children’s needs and interests (Goodwin University, 2020). Reggio Emilia settings encourage children to be curious and explore freely by adding other elements to their activities including interesting items, smells, and noises. Adding these elements to the environment will invite interactions between children and practitioners (Strong-Wilson and Ellis, 2009) which promotes a communication rich environment. The aim is for children to feel comfortable within their environment and develop the confidence to interact with the resources, practitioners, and their peers. Practitioners receive sufficient training and understand when they should intervene in a child’s play to enhance the learning opportunities and when they should take a step back to allow children to problem solve and develop skills for themselves.
According to Scollan and Farini (2022) the emotional environment should be considered when thinking about the impact on children’s development as the learning environment does not only involve the physical space. The atmosphere and feelings of an environment will impact the children’s development as they need to feel safe and secure to support their learning. Environments for children in Early Years are warm and welcoming and always child centred. Practitioners consider children’s interests and needs, understanding that each child is unique and deserves to be treated with respect. The voice of the child is evident in an enabling environment as all areas and resources are child-centred and displays within the setting honour children’s work (Strong-Wilson and Ellis, 2009). Children also develop social skills within their environment as they develop a sense of belonging and build relationships by interacting with the adults and children around them. Building relationships ensures that children can ask for support when needed (Selbie and Wickett, 2010). The role of an adult is vital in providing an enabling environment as they need to provide the best possible environment that will support children’s learning and development. Welsh Government (2023c) recommends that when preparing the environment, adults should consider it from a child’s perspective. This could include adults getting down to a child’s level and looking around to see exactly what and how the children would view the environment. 
Outdoor learning is an essential element of enabling environments, as valuable research has demonstrated that it plays a vital part in children’s holistic development. Hodgman (2015) points out that being outdoors has an impact on children’s emotions, behaviour, personality, and attitude to learning. Children feel a sense of freedom when they are outdoors and appear to be more confident as being outdoors promotes wellbeing and involvement. The outdoor environment offers many different opportunities and learning is taken to a higher level outdoors due to the space and resources available (Ryder-Richardson, 2014). Children are encouraged to explore and investigate in their outdoor environment, choosing their own learning and making their own decisions. Practitioners model and promote positive attitudes to outdoor learning which encourages children to take part in a balance of adult-led and child-initiated activities. Practitioners become facilitators in children’s outdoor play and learning as they join in with children’s play, enhancing learning opportunities but not taking over and allowing children to conduct the play themselves. Being outdoors lends itself to open-ended resources and curiosity which will promote children’s development in all areas of learning (Goodwin University, 2020 and Welsh Government, 2023c).
By accessing outdoor environments regularly, children will develop a strong understanding of the world around them and build empathy for their environment. Children are offered a direct contact to the nature around them, encouraging them to care for nature and the environment. Accessing a nature filled outdoor environment also offers many opportunities for learning through the senses and exploring with their whole body (Welsh Government, 2022). Children can access a variety of gardening activities outdoors that will allow them to learn through first-hand experiences and develop their understanding of caring for their environment (Tovey, no date).
Being outdoors provides children with experiences that they can take appropriate risks and challenge themselves. Children will work together with their peers to problem solve and make decisions when taking risks outdoors. This supports their social development and language development as they learn how to engage with others around them. Practitioners appear to allow children more freedom outdoors and inspire them to direct their own learning. Taking risks is an important part of learning for children as they need to give everything a go and understand their capabilities. Children will make mistakes and develop resilience as they problem solve and try activities again until they achieve what they want to achieve (Tovey, no date, Ryder-Richardson, 2014 and Welsh Government, 2022).
Enabling environments are reviewed regularly and adapted accordingly to support children’s needs and interests. All environments, indoors and outdoors, are inclusive and accessible to all children within the setting. Practitioners are constantly observing and considering ways to change areas of the environment to support children’s holistic development, offering opportunities for children to master existing skills and develop new skills (Welsh Government, 2022). 
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