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Part 1

In this essay I will be analysing the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluate research evidence and reports. 
In 1999, Estyn announced on standards and quality in the early years, which they found to be adequate. They highlighted areas for improvement which were subsequently to form a strong idea of the new foundation phase (Blatchford, 2016). 
Blatchford (2016) states the foundation phase has been introduced in all maintained nurseries and schools and provides a child centred curriculum placing a holistic approach with the child’s well-being at the heart of the curriculum. 

The foundation phase marks a departed from the more formal, competency-based approach to early childhood education. The early years programmes Reggio Emilia and New Zealand (Te Whariki) suggest that child taught from a more formal curriculum before the age of six can result in the children not reaching their expectations. 
Similarly, to the foundation phase, The Reggio Emilia approach is based on a vision of the child as an individual with rights and potential. An evaluation took place to compare children who attended Reggio approach schools with those who did not attend any centre-based program and the results found beneficial effect to those children than did attend the Reggio approach. (Biroli et al, 2018)
Moreover, Waldron, Rhys, and Taylor (2014) evaluated the foundation phase and found Teachers were ‘afraid’ to let go of traditional formal pedagogies and only 57% of teachers reported making considerable effort to involve children in their planning (Waldron, et al 2014).
The foundation phase promotes an experiential play – based approach to learning for children in early years. (Davies et al.,2013) which is also support by (Mader, 2022) as she states, ‘an added benefit to increasing play-based learning in the classroom is that active and engaging learning experiences can lead to deeper, more permanent learning’. 

Education Wales (a) (2019) states ‘play is one of the main ways in which children learn’ and the foundation phase is designed on the principles of learning through play and play based learning is a key factor to the curriculum. 
Complying with the Welsh government, theorist Lev Vygotsky (1978) states ‘In play a child is always above his average age’ (Spring 2015), supporting the play-based curriculum and believing children show skills and understanding beyond their expected level of development. Vygotsky believes play is ‘the leading source of development in early years’ and creates the zone of proximal development (Bodrova and Leong,2015) and this links with the rights to action (2004) document and the United nations convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC), All children and young people must be provided with an education that develops their personality and talents to the full which is stated in the (foundation phase framework, 2015). 

However, many people find it difficult to understand the benefits of play based learning. 
Ali, Chowdry and Obaydullah (2019) carried out a study on parents with children 3-5 years old and findings revealed ‘parents have positive attitude towards play but lack the knowledge and understanding about the benefits of play for children’s development’. 
Reassuringly, the foundation phase launched a campaign ‘Education begins at home’ with activities, ideas and tips for parents and carers to use at home to encourage and inspire children to use play-based learning wherever they go (Education Wales 2019). 

Following on from this, Studies have shown the implementation of the foundation phase has made a positive contribution to the development of a child’s physical literacy. (Wainwright.N,2016).  Not only this but according to Waters (2016) the foundation phase has implemented an emancipatory vision for children and promoted the play-based approach to emphasis the centrality of the child’s personal development and well-being. 
The foundation phase emphasises on delivering structed play based practical activities in the outdoor and indoor environment and state children should ‘take risks and become confident explorers of their indoor and outdoor environments’ (Curriculum for Wales, 2015). 
Waldron, Rhys, and Taylor (2014) found in their research that of all the elements of the foundation phase, the use of outdoor learning differed the most across schools and not all practitioners referred to learning outdoor, continuous, and enhanced provision, or developmental appropriateness.

According to Estyn’s report, a playgroup in Wales which receives education funding from local authority audited their outdoor provision and found they had good use of their small concrete area however more hands on experiences of the natural world was needed. Following the foundation phase, action was taken, and an overgrown churchyard had been turned into a dynamic and flexible outdoor learning space. This benefited the children’s curiosity and influence to explore with their senses. Practitioners used a play-based approach in the outdoor area using a ‘mathematics and learning outdoors’ file containing activities for weighing, sorting, shape hunts and problem-solving activities using all natural resources. (Estyn 2011).  This ‘mathematics and learning outdoors’ file has been successfully implemented from the foundation phase. (curriculum for wales,2015) states ‘during the foundation phase, children develop their skills, knowledge and understanding of mathematics through oral, practical and play activities’ and this has been implemented clearly through play-based learning. 

Play based learning outdoors also now known as ‘forest schools’ has many benefits to children and allows them to grow as independent learners.  An approach that strongly supports outdoor play is ‘A Froebelian approach’.
This approach believes ‘Play outdoors offers children rich, sensory first-hand experience, space and freedom and the opportunity for meaningful learning in all areas of the curriculum’. (Tovey, no date). 
The positive impact of outdoor learning is also supported by Burt (2016) as he reveals outdoor learning has 85% rate of impacting children’s positive behaviour, 92% improving pupils’ health and well-being and 93% improving children’s social skills. 
Social skills in children development are very important, Albert bandura (1994) theory is based on the idea that we learn from social experiences and communicating with others (Nabavi and Bijandi, 2011). Children will be observing each other’s as Burt (2016) states ‘positive behaviours’ during play based learning and will assimilate and imitate each other’s behaviours, especially if their experience was positive or rewarding. (Nabavi and Bijandi,2011)
Similarly, relating back to Burt’s evidence, Estyn (2011) again backs this up with their report and states ‘most practitioners report learning outdoors promotes children’s engagement and enjoyment in learning’. 

However, not everyone does support forest schools and outdoor learning due to staff ratio and staff training. Leather (no date) strongly believes the training of a forest schools leader manipulates the educational experience. He Believes Forest schools should be led by staff with outdoor experience backgrounds rather than level 3 practitioners being taught how to teach lessons outside to match their planning (Leather no date). The training of staff may be down to school fundings to pay staff or lack of funding for these training courses as schools are in Wales are fighting for funding. The Welsh Government explains ‘the overall financial position as the toughest since devolution’ and the minister of education says there are no easy answers to the budget pressures facing schools (Senedd research,2023).

As previously touched upon outdoor learning is affected by staffing but also funding and resources. According to a survey by ‘The learning escape’ 44% of practitioners said they would love an outdoor teaching area such as a forest school however funding restrictions prevented it. Agreeing with Leather, a survey on was carried out on 104 outdoor learning practitioners and found 59% agreed lack of funding was the main barrier (Borley,2022).
Borley (2022) also stated ‘whether its fund to buy resources or pay staff to deliver sessions, lack of willingness to find money is always going to be a problem’. 
Following on from this, another survey was taken, and the results shown ‘the biggest barriers to having a successful outdoor learning area was lack of staff understanding and this again comes down to funding. (Mortion,2012). Similarly, to this Survey, Borley (2022) found in her survey ‘40% of respondents felt that lack of training staff was preventing them from providing the forest school provision they wanted’. 

From all research, articles, and surveys there is mixed views on the foundation phase and play based learning indoors and outdoors. According to Andrews (no date) ‘Wales is leading the way in the UK in its development of outdoor learning’ which is positively showing the implementation of outdoor learning regarding the foundation phase. 
However, In February 2015, Graham Donaldson launched the report ‘successful futures’ (Donaldson, 2016:9). Donaldsons review endorses that four purposes should drive decisions about structure, pedagogy, and assessment. According to Donaldson (2016), The aims of the curriculum in Wales should be that children and young people develop as ambitious, capable learners, should be prepared to play a full part in life and work, be informed citizens of Wales and the world and be healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilled lives as valued members of society. (Donaldson, 2016:11).
Donaldsons framework builds upon the principles of the foundation phase and allows them to broader school curriculum, surrounding learners of all ages. The play-based approach of the foundation phase acted as a foundation for the success of the new curriculum framework in Wales. 

 












Part 2

In part 2, I will be critically evaluating methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development methods within play-based curricula whilst considering the concept of the ‘Unique child’. 
Uniqueness in a child is the resilience, capability, confidence, and self-assurance. Each child develops at their own pace and in their own individual ways (Early years matter,2023). Following on, Early years matters (2013) also believes Practitioners can support the uniqueness of a child by developing the child’s resilience by promoting the child’s awareness of safety and ensuring that child feels protected.

The early years foundation stage statutory framework for childminders became effective from the 4th of January 2024 and this document agrees with Early years matters (2023) and states ‘Every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured’ (Department for education, 2023). Not only this but (Department for education, 2023) also mentions ‘The early years foundation framework covers the education and care of all children, including children with special educational needs and Disabilities. 

Similarly, the foundation phase framework states ‘children’s own work should be respected, valued and encouraged for its originality and honesty’ (Curriculum for wales,2015). Practitioners must ensure they are displaying the children’s original work and not their own, Documentation of children’s work is a hallmark of the Reggio Emilia learning centres. According to Edwards, Gandini and Forman’s (1993), displaying children’s work ‘validate the children’s self-esteem, and more importantly provide a systematic way for children to revisit their experiences’. Referring to the ‘unique child’ and allowing the child to have a sense of healthy self-esteem article 29 in the UNCRC states ‘Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full’ (UNICEF,1989).

Each child is Unique and will develop in their own time and at their own pace. According to (Drummond,2003) ‘The more closely we observe children, the closer we can come to their learning, their thinking, their questions, their pressing intellectual and emotional concerns’. This put the unique child’s needs always first and refers to allowing that unique child to be resilient and self-assured learners. 

When practitioners and members of the education industry mention the ‘unique child’, inclusion and equality is key. In accordance with the un convention on the rights of the child Article 2 states, ‘The convention applies to every child without discrimination, whatever their ethnicity, sex, religion, language, abilities, or any other status’. 

Moving forward, before the ‘New curriculum for Wales’ came into place, The foundation phase in Wales believed ‘opportunities to observe children should be an integral part of the daily routine of practitioners working within the foundation phase’. The document believed there were many ways to observe children, planned observations and spontaneous observations. (DCELLS,2008). 
The foundation phase believed if observations were taken frequently the children would become unaware to staff and teacher observing and will continue with their play without noticing what is happening around them. As well as this, ‘practitioners can observe children by taking an active role in the activity’, according to the foundation phase practitioners can gather information whilst being involved and observing what they child is able to do and what skills they may need to develop to move along in their learning journey.  (DCELLS, 2008).

Similarly, to the foundation phase Te Whariki believes ‘assessment is both informal and formal’ (Ministry of education,2017). New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum, Te Whariki, focuses on the uniqueness and mana of each child. Unlike the foundation phase in Wales, Te Whariki uses learning stories as style of observation and assessing (Sands,2022). Te Whariki curriculum believes learning stories occur ‘in the moment’ as teachers listen, observe, participate with, and respond to the children who are engaged in everyday experiences and events (Ministry of Education, 2017). New Zealand see many benefits in using the learning story method, one being connecting with the families, learning stories are shared with families and their views and input of the learning story are added. This method supports the developmental goals of the child as these can be followed up and supported at home as well as in their early years setting (Cengiz and Altindag,2022).

However, a disadvantage on using the method of learning stories could be timings and staffing, according to (Early years careers,2016) due to the amount of time learning stories can take to write up may be an issue, if there isn’t enough staff or even if there just isn’t enough time to sit down and write the learning story up. This results in the learning stories being written up later and early years careers (2016) states ‘this relies heavily on the practitioners remembering the details clearly’ and when there are larger numbers of children in a class this can become a problem. 

Much the same as Te whariki, the new curriculum in Wales is now ‘in the moment planning’ and is spilt into three stages, the child’s spark, the teachable moment, and the documentation. Similarly, to a learning story, the assessment during ‘planning in the moment’ needs to be made to documents the park, the teachable moment, and the next steps. Practitioners will be aware of when to stand back and take the stance of an observer rather than get involved. (NDNA,2022).

Moreover, according to Sands (2022), a study had taken place and shown learning stories have an effect outcome on the way children see themselves. The data had clearly shown that children’s learning identities are routed in the complex social and cultural contexts that surround them. Similarly, Carr and Lee (2019) agree and states ‘Learning stories are a sociocultural philosophy of teaching. This is about the power of the learning environment and the culture of the classroom’. From these results, learning stories are seen to be beneficial to the unique child and Picken and Milligan (2013) believe learning stories should be used not only in early childhood but also in later year groups such as comprehensive schools. They also stated that the method is focused on presenting the child’s individual performance and values the unique child’s development, the method ‘should become globally widespread’.

Furthermore, Culture is paramount when considering the unique child. Both the Foundation stage in Wales and Te whariki in New Zealand support culture and the uniqueness of all children.  When thinking about the uniqueness of a child, practitioners must take into consideration the child’s surroundings and culture. In early years, multicultural relates to the learning of appropriate knowledge, attitudes and skills related to the respect and appreciation of a variety of cultures and differences including race, ethnicity, and religion. (Abdullah,2009). As well as this, Abdullah (2009) states ‘children develop self-identity by comparing their own selves with others’. Children learn to belong to certain groups and not to others due to certain visible similarities and differences. Through observing others reacting and responding to these differences, they learn what is valued and what is not.  

Similarly, Vygotsky’s socio-culturalism theory believes children are engrossed in a social environment that allows them to see all social, cultural, and interpersonal experiences (Daneshfar and Moharami, 2018). The way children are taught to engage in the cultural connections proves the influential impact of social environment as a main source of development.  Vygotsky believed that no one is born with innate cultural proficiency, and it is necessary for children to be taught in the appropriate cultural practices within the interactions in a society (Daneshafar and moharami,2018). Much the same as Vygotsky’s theory, Morton, and Guerin (2017) believe socio cultural assessments support the strengths and knowledge of observed interactions and disregard impairment as an identity. Children are shaped by the interactions of individuals around them such as practitioners and adults. 

However, Devarakonda (2013) believes common knowledge of different cultures is superficial and is often perceived to relate to food, dress, language festivals. Practitioners forget about other cultural celebrations and lack knowledge and understanding of other cultures. This is an example of not taking into consideration the needs of the unique child and not having the knowledge to be able to provide and support for the unique child. This however could be changed, if practitioners develop better communication with parents and gain more knowledge on cultures and ethnicity. 

Communication with parents is essential for the child’s development especially when considering the needs of the unique child. According to Fitzpatrick (2012), ‘The child benefits when both sets of experts work together’. To help practitioners build their knowledge on culture and understand on the unique child, communication with the parents is the most efficient way. ‘Children feel respected when their family’s values, culture; diet and traditions are reflected in the service’ (Fitzpatrick, 2012). 

To conclude, the early years foundation stage focuses on the unique child and believes the unique child is enabled by an inclusive provision and it is important to consider them when providing opportunities for all children. All children, regardless of ethnicity, culture or religion, and family background should have the opportunity to experience a challenging and entertaining programme of learning and development. (Rodgers and Wilmot,2011).


















Part 3

The impact of a teaching assistants supporting pupils and the Welsh curriculum in the classroom. 
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(Unison,2022)

Introduction 

A teaching assistant supports the teachers and children both in and out the classroom with their educational and social development. The teaching assistant of each class will have different roles and responsibilities, and some may have the role to support children with individual needs, or working as a 1-1, while some may have the responsibilities of taking smaller groups out the classroom to work with (skills for schools, no date).

According to LMP Group (2024), ‘Teaching assistants play a crucial role in the smooth functioning and effectiveness of schools for several reasons. As well as this, Teaching assistants modify to the needs of the school and students, fulfilling various roles as requires. LMP Group (2024) also believes teaching assistants are crucial contributors to a well-functioning educational environment, providing the overall quality of education and ensuring that all children succeed academically and personally. 

 Pay and fairness

Higher level teaching assistants in Wales have an important role of complementing the professional work of teachers, this may involve planning, producing, and delivering learning activities for smaller groups or short term for the whole class (Education Wales (b), no date). In Wales, A teaching assistants salary ranges between £21,500-£24,000, in comparison an early year’s teacher’s salary ranges between £29,000-£44,500 (Career Wales, no date). 
Unison (2018) states, Higher level teaching assistants could be asked to provide cover as a ‘small part of their job role’ this time they cover is for teachers to have their planning time or to cover staff sickness. For teachers to work in line with the new curriculum for Wales they need planning, preparation and assessing time, according to (Education Wales (c), no date) an integral part of the curriculum is how teachers assess learning, as it ensures that what is being taught supports the learner to make progress and ensures they are supported and challenged in this. Without the support of the teaching assistants covering the time the teacher is out on planning time, the requirements of the curriculum for Wales would not be met effectively. 
As well as this, unfortunately, to save money, schools have attempted to downgrade higher level teaching assistants for part of their role. Unison (2018) disagrees with this practice and promotes that higher level teaching assistants should be deployed in roles that makes full use of their skills and training and receive pay that reflects this. 

Moreover, the curriculum for Wales has the purpose of supporting the children to become ambitious, capable learners and positive individuals, ready to live fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh government, 2023). To allow children to become confident and ambitious they need to have support, according to Vaughan (2023) teaching assistants have proximity to the children, allowing them the opportunity for the children to discuss matters most important to them. Teaching assistants can be the children’s first port of call when finding things difficult, weather this is educational, social, or personal. Solid key relationships are fundamental to well-being, cognition, and learning and are the most important within the early year’s stages of a child’s life (learning journals, 2024).

Theory

The attachment theory, formed by john Bowlby, explains the child’s attachment is characterised my motivations and behavioural patterns behind a child’s actions. (learning journals, 2024). Children seek comfort and reassurance from the person they have formed an attachment to and who they know will provide comfort (Learning journals,2024), in this case the teaching assistant would be the child’s preferred caregiver. Vaughan (2023) believes as well as educational benefits of the support provided by teaching assistants, the social and emotional support is more important than we can ever truly measure. 

Furthermore, due to teachers having a busy schedule. It is said ‘some parents prefer to talk to teaching assistants. They are nervous about seeing teachers’ (Moore,2016). According to (Hasmonean Multi-academy trust, 2022), research has found that children achieve more when the communication from parents and practitioners work together. 
The new curriculum for Wales wants to ‘enable their learners to develop towards the four purposes of the curriculum’ (Education Wales, no date) to do this the Welsh government expect high standards to promote individual and national well-being, tackle ignorance and misinformation, and encourage critical and civic engagement. Without effective communication the children would not be reaching their full potential in line with the new curriculum. (Jha,2022) believes children are very observant, if they see their practitioners respecting their parents and are proactive about the happenings in the classroom, they will develop a higher level or respect for their practitioner, allowing them to follow instructions and engage better with the partitioner resulting in them becoming capable and ambitious learners (Welsh government 2023). 

Supporting this, Albert Banduras social learning theory is based on the belief that children can learn through observing and imitating the observable behaviours of others (Main, 2022). Children seeing their parents and teaching assistants communicating effectively will allow them to reproduce the behaviour and learn new skills, again referring to the new curriculum for Wales, this will allow the children to ‘build connections across their learning and combine different experiences, knowledge, and skills’ (Education Wales (d), no date).

Resources

Moreover, Teaching assistants are the key person to supply resources and activities ready for children to learn, whether its indoor learning or outdoor learning. As an example, the new curriculum for Wales encourages expressive arts, to encourage children to develop their creativity and artistic performance skills to the full (Education Wales (e), no date). However, if the children haven’t got the resources set out by the teaching assistants, they wouldn’t have the opportunity to develop the knowledge and skills that can support them grasp opportunities and meet the challenges that may arise in their lives. (Education Wales (e), no date). 
 
Conclusion

Overall, the new curriculum for Wales aims to enable their learners to grow towards the four purposes of the curriculum and from the research and evidence provided, it is shown beyond doubt that children would not be able to access the new curriculum for Wales effectively without the support of a teaching assistant. The teaching assistant play a huge part in the development of the children following the new curriculum for Wales not only educationally but socially and emotionally, as well as this supporting not only the teachers, but the children and parents. 
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