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Analysis of Play Based Early Years Curriculums

There is a growing body of evidence to suggest that foundations to learning, developmental growth and well-being are established in the formative years (Tickell, 2011).  Introducing children to literacy and numeracy at very young age limits opportunities for rich play to take place, negatively impacting children’s developmental growth (Whitebread, 2012). According to Carlsson-Paigeet al. (2015) research suggests that children who attend settings with adult directed academic pedagogy, achieve lower grades throughout schooling in comparison to children who access early years provisions that adopt a play-based child-initiated approach to teaching.  This suggests that a child-initiated play-based curriculum is the route to children’s successful futures (Stagnitti et al. 2015).
Through play learning becomes a fun experience, children become fully emersed in the learning helping them build lifelong values through peer interaction (Grindheim, 2017). Children who have access to quality early years provisions have been linked to successful futures and health outcomes (Marmot et al. 2020).  Play is an inclusive practice when it is incorporated in to learning it has beneficial outcomes for children’s mental state and well-being (McInnes et al. 2013). Children who regard learning as play based learn better than if they deem learning as structured (Howard and McInnes, 2012).  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) place great importance on play for children’s growth and development and as such have incorporated this into to the convention under article 31 which states children should be free to play and take part in activities both cultural and artistic.  Gleave and Cole-Hamilton (2012) shares this viewpoint further stating that through a play-based curriculum children learn to problem solve and build their independence, forming character. Similarly, Whitebread (2012) suggests that without play, language and technological advances would not be possible as play provides the platform for the development of skills and knowledge. 
Many early years theorist such as Jean Piaget (1896-1980 cited in Ahmad et al. 2016) believe that play is of central importance for developing intellect amongst children. Piaget argued that as children grow, play and the environment should encourage cognition and language development.   Similarly, pioneer Fredrick Frobel (1782-1852, cited in Hoskins and Smedley, 2019) believed children develop comprehension during the early years of development.  Frobel was of the belief that learning should match the child’s individual stage of development, be child centred and play based.  
Scandinavian Kindergartens are influenced by Froebel’s theory (Murray, 2018).   Nordic schools implemented outdoor walks into the learning experience in the 1950’s (Knight, 2013), due to the successful outcomes observed amongst the children this was further developed in the 1970’s with the birth of Scandinavian kindergartens and is now utilised as part of the pre-school curriculum (Dean, 2018). This method of teaching employs a holistic approach and recognises the importance of play-based learning, incorporating this throughout the pedagogy (OECD 2016). The ethos underpinning the Finnish curriculum is to enable life-long learning, creating self-assured ethically responsible citizens through a pedagogy that promotes equality and health and well-being (Act on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2018). The educational system in Finland consists of optional early years education from birth to six, a non-mandatory pre-school year from six to seven, followed by nine compulsory years of schooling from seven to sixteen (Sahlberg, 2010; 2020). This has seen 79% of five-year old and 98% of six-year-old children engaging in pre-primary education (OEDC, 2016). The education system in Finland believes in implementing positive learning environments for children (OEDC, 2016).   Finnish early years teachers develop curriculum plans personalised to meet the needs of the individual child (Act on Early Childhood Education and Care 2018). This is achieved with collaboration from the child and caregiver that sets out goals, recording the child’s growth and development in accordance with the child’s abilities through a play-based pedagogy (Basic Education Act 1998).  The education system in Finland have long since recognised the benefits play affords for children holistic development and enriched collaborative learning (Havu-Nuutinen et al. 2021). Finnish teachers adopt a playful teaching method throughout the pedagogy and as such have designed outdoor technologies that encourage play and learning through the use of the entire body (Hyvonen, 2011).
Constructivist play practices allows children to be actively involved in the learning building the knowledge and skills which are needed in future society (Saracho, 2021). Increasing problem-solving and encouraging children to participate and develop dispositions, these elements are crucial factors of developing play-based pedagogy and holistic learning in early years settings (Ridgway and Quinones, 2012). The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) is the current welsh curriculum for three to seven year old children (Hwb, 2020)A defining feature of the Framework is that it requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangementsA defining feature of the Framework is that it requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangementsA defining feature of the Framework is that it requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangements, this pedagogy promotes children’s imagination and creativity and encourages learning that is both enjoyable and effective for the learner through play based pedagogy (Curriculum for Wales, 2015).  Parent’s engagement in the teaching is a key feature of the foundation phase pedagogy and has been linked to the successful outcomes for children’s academic achievements (Maynard et al. 2013). However, Taylor et al. (2015) suggests that parental involvement has not improved as a result of the implantation of the Foundation Phase pedagogy with low numbers of adult engagement observed.  Similarly to the Finnish curriculum the foundation Phase framework (2015) adopt a holistic approach to teaching that requires practitioners to design and implement curriculum and assessment for children (Education Wales, 2018).  The core purpose of this curriculum is to develop ambitious, creative learners and contributors  in society, encouraging children to be healthy confident ethically informed citizens and promote learning through life (Hwb, 2020)A defining feature of the Framework is that it requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangementsA defining feature of the Framework is that it requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangementsA defining feature of the Framework is that it requires schools to design their own curriculum and assessment arrangements  There are seven Areas of Learning within the curriculum these include Language, Literacy and Communication skills, personal and Social Development and Well-being and Cultural Diversity (Education Wales, 2018). These areas of learning are implemented through active and practical teaching both in the classroom setting and outdoor environment (Curriculum for Wales, 2015).   Children play an active role in learning by participating in play-based activities that are appropriate for their stage of development, encouraging learning to take place (Taylor et al. 2016). The Foundation Phase Curriculum emphasises the importance of child centred learning this method of teaching is utilised instead of more formal textbook activities to encourage children’s creativity and imagination (Wainwright, 2021).  Finding from a three-year evaluation of the Foundation phase conducted in 2011 found that children had higher levels of participation during activities and increased attendance, enhanced well-being and higher levels of academic attainment overall particularly English (Taylor et al. 2015).
Despite children not starting compulsory education until seven, children in Finland possess higher scores in reading, mathematics and science than that of other countries (Lau, 2015).  Ranking in the top five countries for academic attainment and second in the world for high Pisa tests for fifteen-year-olds, with the United Kingdom appearing in the bottom three for health and well-being (Pascal et al. 2013).  Aunio et al. (2014) suggests that this is due to the high-quality play-based provisions children receive from birth to seven. Teachers in Finland must possess a master’s degree to teach across all areas (Sahlberg, 2011).  According to Andere (2015) academic achievement can be attributed to the quality of teachers seen throughout the Finnish educational system, with only the top 10% of teachers graduating with a master’s degree being selected to teach (Deng and Gopinathan, 2016). Pascal et al. (2013) agrees with view further stating that a high teacher to child ratio with no more than twelve children per one teacher has been seen to positively impact children’s academic achievement.
Taylor et al. (2015) recognises the importance of this and as such, one of the recommendations included within the evaluation of the Foundation Phase suggests that there is a need for a higher adult to child ratio within United Kingdom Early Years settings. Benefits of higher adult to child ratios can be observed amongst younger more dependent children who appear to thrive from the nurturing interactions than that of older more independent children (Dalgaard et al. 2020).  According to Tickell (2011) practitioners feel that the current adult to child ratio is inadequate resulting in practitioners being unable to observe and assess children’s developmental achievements and implement the pedagogy effectively. However, Sira (2014 argues that the current adult to child ratio of 1:8 can be increased to 1:10 without impacting the quality of teaching and learning experienced.
According to Hyvonen (2011) inexperienced practitioners unfamiliar with how to incorporate a healthy play-based curriculum can in fact negatively impact children’s development.  The Department for Education (2013) agree with this viewpoint stating that there is a need for quality practitioners within settings in the United Kingdom, due to the below par qualifications seen amongst most early year’s practitioners’ employers have to provide further in job training for staff members.  Currently there is no requirement for practitioners in wales to possess a master’s degree to work within early years settings, qualifications that are accepted range from NVQ up to degree levels however, practitioners must hold a minimum of Level 2 Diploma in Children’s Care, Learning and Development or equivalent (Social Care Wales, 2017). Recommendations to improve the educational standard of teachers within the Early year’s provisions will improve all areas of learning for children (Hopkins, 2013, cited in Sira, 2014).  
As previously mentioned, teachers in Finland have the freedom to plan and execute their own curriculum (Act on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2018).   Dean (2018) suggests that the successful implementation of forest schools within the United Kingdom is largely dependent on children having adequate natural outdoor space which most regions do not permit. With the demand for more social housing this has greatly decreased children access to natural outdoor spaces for play opportunities (Freeman and Tranter, 2011) This implies that children would have to travel to access natural spaces meaning that valuable time spent in the learning environment is lost (Turtle et al. 2015). However, William and Scott (2019) argue that children do not need to access woodland areas to experience the benefits natural outdoor spaces provide, similar results can be achieved from outdoor education in the playground.  
The curriculum demands of standardised testing and assessment seen throughout the current curriculum are barriers to successfully implementing the Finnish curriculum in the United Kingdom Sahlberg (2021).  Additionally, parents have raised safety concerns for educating children in natural outdoor spaces, with adverse weather conditions and risk of harm whilst in woodland areas being of particular concern to parents (Wainwright, 2021). The lack of teacher knowledge base on outdoor provisions left teachers feeling nervous implementing outdoor learning within the pedagogy (Hyvonen, 2011). Furthermore, the United Kingdom has a large population with a broad ethnicity and spoken languages (Makeleni and Sethusha 2014, Leather, 2016), with an already stretched educational system teachers do not have the resources available to facilitate the effective implementation of outdoor learning within the curriculum (Willaims and Scott, 2019).  Recent years have seen a decline in the number of teachers in Welsh primary and secondary schools, this indicates that there may be a need to further increase already oversized classrooms and adult to child ratios (Anusha Ghosh and Jack Worth, 2020).  However, The Welsh Government have made funding available to the sum of 36 million with the aim to decrease class size and increasing adult to child ratios within early years settings (Education Wales, 2019).  To successfully adopt Finnish curriculum within the United Kingdom there is a need for education inspectorates and policy makers to recognise the value that the Finnish curriculum poses and the benefits it holds for the learner to achieve curriculum aims (Marchant et al. 2019).

Assessment Methods within Play-based Curriculums 
Kangas et al (2019) states that parts of Europe and the United Kingdom view cognitive goals as important aims within Early Years curriculum. Simoncini et al. (2014) states that assessment provides educators a method by which to measure skill and understanding of the given subject.    Nordic Early years curriculum focus on play and social development with an emphasis on children’s right to make choices and decisions for themselves (Sahlberg, 2011). Child centred learning is at the heart of the curriculum (Vitikka, 2012). Teachers have full autonomy within Finland to make independent decisions about what they teach and how they implement it through the pedagogy (Toom and Husu, 2016). The Finnish curriculum does not focus on assessment and testing but instead the focus is largely on observations (Basic Education Act, 1998) and as such the education system in Finland does not implement standardised testing to measure children’s academic progress, employing a loose standard learning approach that draws on the expertise and knowledge of the teacher to monitor and assess children’s achievements (Morris, 2011). Children are not subjected to assessment until they reach seven years old with sporadic exams thereafter with one standardized assessment for college intake exams (Ashleigh, 2020).  The education system in Finland do not believe in using standardised tests as a means of grouping children by ability, testing is only utilised as a means of identifying children’s capabilities and has no impact on the child’s class grouping (Vitikka, 2012). Stewart (2012) states that International assessment draws attention to educational systems around the world that achieve more favourable results and systems that perform poorly allowing educational authorities take heed and adapt their teaching styles.  However, the OECD (2014) argues that factors such as available resources, family background and status, ethnicity and monitory aspects all effect equality and academic achievement, making it impossible to fairly and adequately measure results.
Due to the non-goal targeted approach to learning for numeracy and literacy Finland have adopted these narrative assessment and observational tools to monitor progress amongst children with an emphasis on thoughts, feelings and behaviours (Lahdemaki, 2018).  However, the OECD (2016) argues that there is a need to develop standardised monitoring tools within the framework to enable practitioners to build a clear understanding of the level of quality needed throughout the Finnish monitoring system. 
The education system in Finland place importance on learner collaboration with the teaching professional in the development of modules and assessment. Adopting a formative assessment approach, teachers support, encourage and provide constructive feedback to the learner (Lahdemaki, 2018). This allows the child to assess their own learning which promotes responsibility and self-reflection (Halinen, 2018)  
The new curriculum will be implemented in September 2022 within schools and Early years settings throughout Wales for children from three up to the age of twelve with the aim of including all ages up to sixteen by 2026 (Power et al. 2020). Compulsory curriculum requirements must still be met, which include cross curricular literacy, numeracy and digital competencies, health and well-being, expressive arts, language, literacy and communications, humanities and science and technology (Curriculum for Wales, 2020). However, teaching professionals are given greater autonomy over how the learning is developed and implemented (Education Wales, 2020). The curriculum has been developed with a child-centred approach that allows children to build the digital skills required for 21st century living, while promoting creativity, adaptability and achieve academic attainment (Power et al. 2018).  According to Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) Neuroscience suggest that forming positive bonds, learning through hands on experience and teacher knowledge of the child’s strengths, limits, interests and needs are all factors that enable effective learning to take place. The main focus for teaching professionals within the new curriculum is to provide ongoing support to the learner, (Power et al. 2020).  Observation plays a vital role in identifying and recording the progress of the individual learner and group progress, for teachers to reflect on practice (Curriculum for Wales, 2020). The objective of the new curriculum is to achieve higher standards and engage children in learning that is more pertinent (Donaldson 2018, 2015). Bernstein (1996, cited in McLachlan et al. 2018) notes that curriculums are either performance or competency based, with performance-based curriculum a favoured approach throughout the world. According to McLachlan et al. (2018) this has seen much frustration amongst early years practitioners with pressures to achieve set targets in literacy and numeracy and the requirement to fulfil 21st century teaching.  
May 2013 saw the role out of National Reading and Numeracy Tests for children from six to fourteen in Wales to enable progress tracking (Government Social Research, 2014). The Literacy and Numeracy Framework was then introduced in September 2013 as part of the statutory curriculum for children from four to fourteen throughout Wales children are assessed on their progress annually (OECD, 2014). On entry assessment were introduced in wales in 2016 which requires all four- to five-year-old children to undertake statutory assessments (Welsh Government, 2011).  National Numeracy and reading tests are necessary across ages (Education Wales, 2019) this is conducted to establish the developmental stage and interests of the child to enable teaching professionals to adapt the learning to suit the individual needs of the child (Statistics for wales, 2019). The tests consist of a one hour reading test in both English and Welsh for all children aged six to fourteen (Government Social Research, 2014).  This is followed by two thirty-minute numeracy tests, a procedural test and a reasoning test (Reading and numeracy tests in Wales 2016). Teaching professionals throughout the United Kingdom are faced with ever increasing challenges presented by multicultural classrooms (Sleeter and  Carmona, 2017).   Alsubaie (2015) agrees with this view further stating that overcoming these barriers requires teaching professionals to develop strong relationships with the learner, building knowledge of the child’s cultures, experiences and history that enables teachers to implement comprehensive learning strategies and processes that are unique to the child.  With this in mind consideration should be given in educating the unique child, there should not be a one style suits all approach to teaching, instead there is a need to observe children to establish and adapt the teaching according to the individual child’s ability and learning style (Page et al. 2013).
Donaldson (2015) states that examinations ignite motivation to learn and succeed. However, early childhood pioneer Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s (1712-1778, cited in Peckover, 2012) education theory states that children’s achievements and learning is greatly improved without the limits and restrictions imposed on them through society, allowing them to reach their full potential both academically and throughout life. Similarly, Thompson (2013) states that a stringent curriculum that forces academic standards on to children who are developmentally not ready greatly affects children’s well-being creating stress, anxiety and a lack of confidence due to the pressures of test requirements. Jay and Knaus (2018) agrees with this view stating that curriculums that embody highly structured teaching are ineffective, with young children unable to cope with the pressures, displaying behavioural problems as a result.  The OECD (2015) voice their concerns over strict measures employed through formal teachings and instead are in favour of a curriculum that supports children’s contribution to the learning experience and promotes well-being, encouraging children to act independently and make their own choices. The education secretary, Damian Hinds (cited in William and Scott, 2019) recognises the importance of children learning through experiences and as such is in favour of moving away from a structured curriculum of exams and testing, into a more skill-based curriculum.  Tierney (2013) states that equality and fairness are considered important factors for educational assessments, informing the individual learning needs and learner achievement. However teaching professionals have raised concerns over the equality displayed throughout educational assessments. Donaldson (2015) states that with the in proposed introduction of e-portfolios in the new curriculum this will enable teaching professionals, children and parents to inform assessment based on the needs of the child. The portfolios are digital records that record the learning and achievements of the individual learner, this method of assessment encourages the child to play a more active role in their learning while building their digital competencies skills, allowing children to track their own progression and achievements within the school setting and home environment (Curriculum for Wales 2019).  Simatele (2015) shares this view further stating that E-portfolios are a valuable resource that can facilitate the learning and achievement for both the student and teacher, encouraging students to play an active role in the assessment process to achieve outcomes over time, thus improving future practice. However, Becker et al. (2019) argues that with pressures for children to achieve curriculum outcomes e-portfolios have a negative impact on children with many opting to develop e-portfolios that reflect evaluation outcomes rather than individual learning.

 Jean Piaget's (1896-1980, cited in Ahmad et al. 2016) theory of cognitive development states that children’s response to learning differs depending on their stage of development. Piaget was of the belief that although the same developmental stages can be observed amongst children, children achieve these at different rates.  Piaget's theory suggests that children go through all the same developmental stages, however this is attained at different rates peer to peer (Lefa, 2014).  According to Statistics for Wales (2019) research findings indicate that girls learn at a different rate to boys, with higher performance outcomes seen across most subject areas.  However, the OECD (2014) would argue that boys outperform girls in mathematics further stating that this clear gender gap presents a challenge when it comes to educating children in terms of age and stage related development within the curriculum. 
The values underpinning the Finnish curriculum place importance on providing quality education that promotes sustainability, culture and equality with an emphasis on the individuality of each learner (Halinen 2018). The implementing of competency-based education and assessment throughout Finnish schools support the unique child’s individual strengths (Lahdemaki, 2018). Bruce (2011) states that there has been much research to suggest that labelling children by ability has a negative impact.  However, this practice is still seen throughout most educational settings, with the perceived notion that children from impoverished and academically low achieving parents have lower capabilities and are more likely to be placed in lower academic classes than that of their counterparts Parekh (2017).  Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) argues that factors such as background, culture, genetics and family dynamics all contribute to the developmental trajectory of the child, therefore, every child responds differently to learning and as such a personalised teaching plan should be developed to support the child’s individual developmental stage. García and Weiss (2016) shares this viewpoint further stating that there is a need in curriculum to broaden policies relating to the assessment of children, with the education of the unique child at the centre of all pedagogical approaches.  Similarly, Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) states that it is pertinent for teaching professionals to avoid implementing learning based on national averages as this has negative impact on how children view their potential, preventing opportunities to develop the qualities and abilities of every child as an individual. 
 

The importance of a play-based curriculum from Birth to Three 
The United Nations Convention on the rights of the child place importance on children having access to and learning through play, as highlighted in Article 31 of the convention (UNICEF, 1989). The benefits of play-based activities for children’s development have been well documented through the years, with a growing body of research to suggest that play has a positive influence on how children progress through developmental stages within early childhood. Early childhood pioneer Lev Vygotsky's (1896 – 1934, cited in Scharer, 2017) cultural-historical theory, believed that play is an innate part of early childhood. Vygotsky was of the belief that play supports and enhances cognition and social and emotional development in children.   As defined by the Welsh Government in the Early Years Outcomes Framework (2015) the Early years is the period from birth up to eight during this period valuable development takes place. 
Page et al. (2013) states that throughout these formative years from birth to eight, children’s capacity to learn is at its highest than at any other stage of development throughout their life developing cognition, social, emotional and physical developed during this stage.  Blair and Raver (2015) state that research that spans over thirty years has taught us that the development achieved within this stage enables children’s successful futures.  UNICEF (2018) note that research also suggests that if children are exposed to positive stimulating environments during the first thousand days of life neural connections are formed within the brain at a rate of between one thousand and up to one million per second.  According to Allen (2011) emotional and social structures are developed within the brain in the first few years of life after this time the basic foundations are formed for life. Providing effective early years support throughout this stage enables children to build skills that prepare them for adulthood.
The Birth to Three Matters framework was developed in 2001 and it was the first in its kind for supporting children from birth to three. The framework was put in place to ensure quality childcare provisions for children.  This framework encompasses four aspirations: a skilled communicator, strong child; competent learners; and healthy children. The concept behind the framework was to prevent underachievement by providing a platform for children, preparing them for future learning (The Birth to Three Matters, 2012). The Welsh Government appreciate the need for quality provisions for children and put in place The Childcare Act (2016) which came into effect in March 2016. This piece of legislation was set in place extending childcare entitlement to 30 free childcare hours over 38 weeks annually for three- to four-year-old children from working parent families.  Following the introduction of this the Welsh Government (2021) implemented this sporadically throughout Welsh regions, then by April 2019 this was made available all throughout Wales.  The principle of providing this was to enable parents and caregivers to return to employment, reduce poverty through increasing disposable income and to support and promote child development in readiness for compulsory education.  Along with this The Welsh Government also introduced Flying start in 2007 which is a government funded targeted scheme for families with young children under four years old from disadvantaged areas throughput the Welsh regions. The focal point of this scheme is on identification and early interventions. This scheme provides access to high quality early years settings for two and a half hours a day for two-to-three-year-old children.  The aim is to promote children’s holistic development while supporting emotional and social development, language acquisition, physical development and focuses on the early identification of children’s needs (Welsh Government, 2017).  Clear benefits can be seen from children having access to such provisions, categorising children’s eligibility for access in terms of their low family income status should not determine who is entitled to quality childcare.  There is a clear need to provide quality provisions to all children of non-compulsory school age.  
According to Black et al. (2016) the quality of Early childhood provisions varies throughout countries, which has seen 43% of children under the age of five from low-income families having insufficient access to provisions. However, The OECD (2015, cited in Dalli and White, 2017) state that statistics show that 33% of children under three attended early years provisions in 2013 which has increased by almost 5% since 2006. With increased use of childcare facilities it ever more pertinent for governments to put in place infrastructure and policies that ensure quality experiences for young children and their education in the early years of life.  The Foundation phase (2015) is the statutory curriculum for children in Wales from the age of three to seven.  This curriculum places importance on a holistic play-based curriculum with the belief that children learn best from engaging in and learning from experiences. As previously addressed the pivotal stage of a child’s development is from birth to eight. Given the overwhelming body of evidence highlighting the benefits of educating children from birth, there is still no statutory curriculum in place. The current parameters of the Foundation Phase curriculum fall’s short of this, effectively restricting children’s access to a curriculum that it is suggested would be most beneficial for children’s development if introduced from birth. 
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