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Early Years Curricula
Part 1
Let us begin by considering the term ‘curriculum.’ Essentially, a curriculum acts as a central guide for all educators, with the purpose of providing some structure to what children are being taught within the educational system (Rhode Island Department of Education, 2023). However, pinpointing its exact meaning is not a simple task as definitions vary, even amongst specialists working within this particular field (Young, 2014; International Bureau of Education, 2016). Take for example the following definitions:
Definition 1
“Curriculum is a prescribed learning plan toward educational goals that include instructional content, resources and materials, and a means by which to measure attainment.”
(Indiana Department of Education, 2013, p.3)
Definition 2
“Curriculum is the reconstruction of knowledge and experience that enables the learner to grow in exercising intelligent control of subsequent knowledge and experience.” 
(Tanner and Tanner, 2007, p.12)
It cannot be denied that both definitions have similarities in the sense that they refer to the enhancement of knowledge and learning. However, the first definition describes what ought to happen when a proposed plan is followed and is therefore considered a prescriptive definition. The second, on the other hand, is considered a descriptive description, reflecting upon the actual experience of what really happens inside the classroom (Glatthorn, Boschee and Whitehead, 2009; Ibrahim, 2016). 
Continuous monitoring and evaluation of the Foundation Phase in Wales showed over-all improvements in young children’s outcomes, however, key issues were also identified and needed to be addressed (Siraj, 2014; Donaldson, 2015; Taylor et al., 2015). As a result, the new Curriculum for Wales has replaced the Foundation Phase Framework (Munson, 2022). Additionally, a curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings has been developed for early years children who attend nursery settings (Welsh Government, 2022a).  Below are three examples of the issues that were identified within the Foundation Phase:
1. Inconsistent use of the outdoors.
The benefits of outdoor learning and play for early years children has been widely documented (Cooper, 2015; Davies and Hamilton, 2018). Indeed, implementing evidence-based curricula into practice can enhance learning for individuals (Cross and Conn-Powers, 2014; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2017), hence the reason why Early Years curricula is generally centred around play-based learning and effective pedagogy approaches (Wood, 2020). To illustrate this point, one might refer to the curriculum reform that is currently being implemented in Wales. For twelve years, the Foundation Phase served as the statutory curriculum for three- to seven-year-olds before the new Curriculum for Wales was introduced in September 2022 (Munson, 2022). Drawing on evidence from international early years programmes, including New Zealand (Te Whariki), Scandinavia and the Reggio Emilia Approach in Italy, the Foundation Phase advocated for a balance between child-led and practitioner-led activities in both indoor and outdoor environments (OECD, 2018).
In the United Kingdom, there is growing concern that children are suffering from a lack of engagement with nature (Turtle et al., 2015). According to Taylor et al. (2015), Foundation Phase practitioners noted that outdoor learning activities were very much dependant on the weather. However, one could argue that the weather is used as an excuse, with staff perception of the outdoors being the main reason. Forest Schools will continue to operate in all weather, including the rain and snow, with the only exceptions being extreme, dangerous weather. Research has concluded that being in nature promotes, self-esteem, creativity, confidence and independence. In addition, it supports child-centred learning and risk-taking, enabling plenty of opportunity for exploration and play (Plymouth Marjon University, 2023).
2. Different understanding of ‘play.’
Confusion over the meaning of play-based learning appeared to be a common issue amongst practitioners (Siraj, 2014; Taylor et al., 2015). According to Perry (2014), much of the documented literature on play and play-work throughout the years has been interpreted according to the value systems of the authors. For example, a biologist will define play as a way of exercising the body, whereas a socialist will view play as a means for social interaction. Likewise, Rentazou et al. (2019) argues that a clear definition of play does not exist within early years education, and therefore varying definitions affect the way it is used in practice. Furthermore, background and cultural differences, as well as previous teaching approaches, are also contributing factors to a varied perception of play amongst adults (Siraj, 2014). For example, some cultures or individuals will only allow children to engage in play that is deemed appropriate for their gender roles (Whitebread and Basilio, 2013), and some cultures or individuals may view play as a privilege instead of a necessity, despite Article 31 of the UNCRC declaring play to be the right of all children (Sauto-Manning, 2017). However, it can be argued that a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach should be avoided for child development due to the cultural limitations of the existing evidence that supports play-based learning (Roopnarine, 2018). Similarly, UNICEF (2018) recognises that curricula and pedagogy must be culturally appropriate for children.
The independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales concluded that practitioners were unequipped with theoretical knowledge and research, resulting in an inability to structure efficient environments for play-based learning. Consequently, this led to disorderly classrooms which were not effective in enhancing children’s learning (Siraj, 2014). Furthermore, the 2018 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests showed that Wales continues to remain the lowest ranking country in the United Kingdom, scoring below the global average for skills in reading, mathematics, and science (Welsh Parliament, 2019). In fact, Wales has consistently scored below other UK nations since joining the PISA tests in 2006 (Wightwick, 2019). However, the 2018 test results have shown some improvement compared to previous scores in 2016 (Wightwick, 2016). 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), who are responsible for PISA testing, claim that having a global system of assessment is beneficial for improving international standards of education as it highlights the best-working practices worldwide. They claim that it helps schools to measure students’ learning outcomes, explore opportunities to further enhance learning, and provide global peer-learning opportunities for improved methods of teaching (OECD, no date). However, many academics and educators have criticised the tests, suggesting that they do more harm than good. One argument suggests that there is statistical uncertainty in PISA results due to only a sample of students being tested from each country, yet these samples are used to reflect an entire population. Another argument suggests that PISA reflects the biases of Western educationalists due to its narrow range of educational outcomes, creating potential for misrepresentation of students with diverse social and cultural histories (Niyozov and Hughes, 2019; Thomson, 2020). 
Despite the PISA rankings being based on the performance of fifteen-year-old pupils, one cannot ignore the fact that there is a direct link between early childhood experiences and future learning performance (Hobbs and Mutebi, 2021; UNICEF, 2021). Vygotsky (1978) stated that play is the leading activity in early childhood. This is when learning occurs naturally for young children as they treat pretend scenarios as if they were real (Wood, 2013). Therefore, the role of the adult is an important one that requires thoughtful planning to enable/scaffold children’s play (UNICEF, 2018). Although Wales’ below-average results were not caused by one particular reason, the OECD did identify a need to improve quality teaching in Wales as one way to combat this issue (Lewis, 2019).
3. Lack of training opportunities.
It cannot be denied that staff training/qualification levels are essential in providing quality care and education to children in the early years (Abbott and Langston, 2014; Kingston and Siraj, 2017). According to Nutbrown (2012), the best performing practitioners are those who regularly participate in continuous professional development (CPD) as it keeps them up to date with the latest research, government initiatives and current cutting-edge practices. Similarly, Callanan et al. (2017) state that high-quality settings prioritise CPD as it allows them to stay current with effective practice and research, whilst also allowing them to support staff retention and build networks. However, education and training levels remain a challenge across the early years sector, with staff continuing to face barriers in being able to access CPD (Early Years Workforce Commission, 2021). The lack of opportunities for training in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) are reflected in the independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales, where Siraj (2014) identifies that numerous areas of practice were in need of strengthening, including leadership and reflection skills, and a general understanding of how children best learn and develop. 
[bookmark: _Hlk132214718]The barriers and challenges identified in accessing CPD include time, expense, motivation and an inability to find good quality and relevant training opportunities (Millam, 2019; Croner-i, 2020). Indeed, cuts to Local Authority funding have had a negative impact on training, with strict budgets making it difficult to release staff for CPD purposes due to cover costs (Callanan et al., 2017). Economic austerity measures have also caused a lack of ability to afford, recruit and retain higher qualified staff, especially within the private, voluntary and independent (PVI) sector (Early Years Workforce Commission, 2021). Lynch (2016) claims that children are 10% more likely to reach expected levels of development by the age of five if they attend nursery settings with an Early Years Teacher (EYT). However, a Save the Children and Nursery World survey found that 4 out of 5 PVI nursery managers who had not employed an EYT stated that they could not afford the cost of employing a graduate (Nursery World, 2018). Maintained settings, including schools, have also been highly affected by government cutbacks, with more than 60% of head teachers claiming that funding and school infrastructure are two of the main difficulties in implementing the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al., 2015). To further illustrate the extent of funding issues within education, one might refer to the National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT) survey, which discovered that one in five teachers were spending their own money on essential classroom supplies (Adams, 2019). 
Another issue identified was the way in which training had been distributed amongst professionals. According to one case-study, 47% of nursery and reception teachers undertook further Foundation Phase training, in comparison to only 13% of year one and year two teachers. This indicates a shift in priorities and attitudes towards older children within the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al., 2015). A possible reason for this could be that children are required to undertake standardised testing at the end of Year 2. However, testing children at such a young age is in complete contrast to how things are done in Finland, which boasts one of the best educational systems in the world (Career Teachers, 2018). In fact, there are no standardised tests in Finland, apart from one voluntary test at the end of high school. Instead, all children are graded on an individualised basis by their teacher (Colagrossi, 2018) In addition, the criteria for teaching the early years in Finland is set much higher, as all teachers are required to undertake a master’s degree before commencing their employment (Career Teachers, 2018; Colagrossi, 2018).

Part 2
The first aspect to note is that all children are unique (DfE, 2021; Birth to 5 Matters, no date; Nutbrown, 2023). The literal definition of unique is ‘the only one of its kind’ (Collins Dictionary, 2023), and while it may be true that children have common developmental needs, nonetheless their learning and progression unfolds at different rates, in different ways and at different times (Birth to 5 Matters, no date; Blewitt et al., 2021). A principle of the Early Years Foundation Stage, ‘a unique child’ needs consideration when it comes to formative assessments (Early Years Matters, 2017). This is because assessments should focus on identifying each individual learner’s strengths, achievements, areas for improvement and any possible barriers to learning (Welsh Government, 2020a). According to the NAEYC (2020), methods of assessment should recognise that children demonstrate competencies in different ways and need be responsive to the current developmental experiences and language of young children. Below are three examples of factors that need to be considered in relation to the unique child and formative assessments: 
1. Culture
[bookmark: _Hlk132539988]Understanding children as unique requires adults to adopt meaningful practices appropriate to every child and to accomplish this, adults need to understand the individual child, their families, cultures and societies (Nutbrown, 2023). In fact, Article 29 and Article 30 of the UNCRC (1989) protects all children’s rights to learn and use the language, customs and religion of their family and to have an education that respects their culture (Unicef, 2019). In addition, the Equality Act (2010) protects all individuals from, discrimination, whilst also making it a legal requirement for services to promote equality of opportunity. Therefore, ECEC settings have a responsibility to reflect these principles within their physical environment and their admissions and curriculum policies (Glazzard, 2012). According to Issa and Hatt (2013), the United Kingdom is a multicultural society in its truest sense, with over 300 languages spoken in London alone. Furthermore, results from the 2021 Census showed that only 55.2% of the usual residents in Wales identified with a ‘Welsh only’ identity (Welsh Government, 2022b). The Curriculum for Wales guidance (Welsh Government, 2020b) explains that when a curriculum acknowledges the diverse culture of its society, it encourages leaners to embrace the diverse nature of other societies. 
To enact a culturally responsive curriculum, practitioners are required to consider all aspects of the curriculum, including assessment measurements/tools (The Education Hub, 2022). Moreover, appropriate procedures need to be put in place to ensure that assessments are sensitive to the cultural and linguistic needs of a child (ECTA Centre, 2020). Kirova and Hennig (2013) argue that if standardised measures do not reflect the norms and expectations of a child’s sociocultural environment, then they are ineffective for providing accurate representation of the child’s capabilities. Likewise, Wasmuth and Nitecki (2017) state that standardised measures do not take into consideration the local, cultural, or individual differences of children. When assessing culturally diverse children, it is critical to obtain a non-biased perspective for determining a child’s capabilities, as some patterns of behaviour and development could be down to cultural or linguistic differences (ECTA Centre, 2020). For example, an assessment that looks at the child’s ability to feed themselves with a spoon may not be applicable to cultures that use chopsticks as a primary eating utensil (ASQ, 2021). However, Kirova and Hennig (2013) point out that inventing an alternative method of assessment can run the risk of having the same effect as other measures – in other words, there is a need to be mindful that alternative methods do not generalise expected outcomes for minority children. 
It is a well-known fact that the level of standardisation in education varies from one country to another, with each country having its own policies on how to manage diversity within settings (Klinger et al., 2018; Nortvedt et al., 2020). However, the analysis of PISA data shows that the performance gap between migrant and majority students is lessening over time (OECD, 2015), with Klinger et al. (2018) stating that this is down to the development of policies supporting inclusive education and cultural acceptance. 
2. Observations
The importance of observation was first acknowledged by Fredrich Froebel (1782-1852). Since then, many other childhood pioneers have shared his perspective, including Margaret McMillan (1860-1931) and Susan Isaacs (1885-1948) (Cowan and Flewitt, 2020). In fact, observation is now an essential part of ECEC all over the world. Not only is it identified as a key role within the Welsh Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022a) but it is also a part of the EYFS statutory assessment in England (Early Years Matters, 2017) and a part of the early education curriculum of New Zealand (Te Whariki), to name a few examples. Te Whariki is based on a vision of children being competent, confident learners and communicators, which has resulted in the development of a distinctive approach to observing and documenting learning, known as ‘learning stories’ (Cowan and Flewitt, 2020). Written in a story format, learning stories have many advantages for children and educators. For example, they illustrate how much teachers value the children, they provide an insight for how to plan a more meaningful curriculum, and they provide a vehicle that helps families and children talk about their learning journey (Pack, J., 2016). 
However, Zhang (2015) claims that learning stories should not be promoted as the only or best assessment practice. He argues that assessments should not take on a one-size fits all approach, but instead should be thought of as having multiple purposes that require multiple tools. Similarly, Brodie (2017) explains that there are numerous ways to conduct and record observations, and deciding on which technique would be most effective comes down to why an observation is being carried out in the first place. For instance, if a practitioner wanted to record a child’s level of interest in an activity, then a ‘time sample’ would be more effective as it allows the practitioner to make regular observations. There was no set method in recording observations for the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2017), nor is there a set method used within the new curriculum for Wales. Instead, the Welsh Government (2023) states that a range of techniques are required to ensure that practitioners obtain a detailed understanding of each learner.
[bookmark: _Hlk132570041]One cannot ignore the fact that effective practice begins with observation (Birth to 5 Matters, no date; West Sussex County Council, 2021). According to Fawcett and Watson (2016), observation is more than just passively witnessing things – it is about valuing and listening to children, appreciating their ideas, their imaginations, and their interpretations of what is going on in the world around them. Moreover, it is a learning opportunity for practitioners as it allows them to tune into the child and begin to build a relationship (Birth to 5 Matters, no date). Every child has a unique set of skills and abilities that need to be supported and challenged for effective development (McMahon and Dyer, 2018; Early Years Matters, 2017). 
3. Tracking Progress
Tracking a child’s development is an integral part of professional practice. It allows practitioners to monitor progress and determine whether there are areas of development that require further support (Kelly, 2015; Welsh Government, 2022c; Lopez, 2022). Through tracking, educators can implement assessment-related activities in the curriculum and into a child’s daily routine (NAEYC, 2020). According to Lopez (2022), planning is used to ensure that children are making the required progress towards early learning goals. In addition, she argues that planning is key to making learning fun, exciting and effective for children. The curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (Welsh Government, 2022a) 
The new Curriculum for Wales has introduced significant changes in the role of assessment and aims to support each individual learner to progress at a pace that is appropriate for them (Welsh Government, 2022d). Criticisms of the Foundation Phase Profile included it being too impersonal and more of a box-ticking exercise, as well as it being very time-consuming and too formal (Taylor et al., 2015; Welsh Government, 2022e). According to Harcombe (2012), the focus of observations should be to get to know children as well as possible, with box-ticking being just the by-product of observing and assessing. In addition, the curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (Welsh Government, 2022a) states that assessment should not be a tick-list or a one-off event, but a continuous process that is manageable and purposeful to children’s progress. 
Under the Education (Revocation of Assessment Arrangements in the National Curriculum and Miscellaneous Amendments) (Wales) Regulations 2022 (known as the 2022 Regulations), the requirement for the Foundation Phase assessments have now been removed (Miles, 2022). Instead, Phases and Key Stages have been replaced with one continuum of learning with the aim of ensuring a smoother learning journey for children (Welsh Government, 2022d). However, one remaining factor is that an on-entry assessment is still required for educators to plan and appropriately support each unique child. There are three main roles of assessment under the new curriculum: 1) supporting individual learners on an on-going, day-to-day basis, 2) identifying, capturing and reflecting on individual learner progress over time and 3) understanding group progress in order to reflect on practice (Welsh Government, 2022c). 
Part 3
Risky play: is being too safe creating more harm?

[image: ]Ever wondered why toddlers are like little detectives who are constantly into everything, especially things that they should not be? The simple answer is that they are natural-born investigators who love to explore! During the early years of a child’s life, they have an intrinsic curiosity to discover the world around them, learning as they go along. This curiosity leads to taking risks and pushing boundaries which, in turn, leads to the development of problem-solving skills and the ability to become more independent (Karaka, 2020).
 





(Source: DFW Child, 2020)
It cannot be denied that most children have an interest and willingness to participate in risky play, with benefits to their physical and mental health being well documented (Obee et al., 2021; Kvalnes and Sandseter, 2020). In fact, its significance has been acknowledged since the 19th century, when Fredrich Froebel (1782-1852), inventor of the kindergarten, emphasised the importance of children being able to play freely and engage with nature (Froebel Trust, 2022). The curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings recognises the value of risky-play and states that children should be “encouraged to take calculated risks,” and have experiences that “offer risk, challenge and opportunities to experience success” (Welsh Government, 2022a). However, one cannot ignore the fact that there has been a decline in this type of play throughout many Westernised societies, including the United Kingdom, Australia and the United States of America (Little, Sandseter and Wyver, 2012; Obee et al., 2021). 
Of course, it would not be called ‘risky play’ if there was no possibility of getting hurt. After all, risky play is defined as a thrilling and exciting activity that poses the risk of physical injury (Sandseter and Kleppe, 2019). Nevertheless, much evidence exists to support the many advantages it can bring (Early Years Outdoor Education, 2015).
Benefits of risky play:
· Promotes self-confidence.
· Builds resilience.
· The development of risk-management skills.
· Promotes balance, coordination, and the development of motor skills.
· Increases physical activity.
· Encourages resourcefulness.
· The development of problem-solving skills.
· Promotes teamwork.
· Promotes positive mental health.
(Early Impact, 2022; Toole, 2023)


It is a well-known fact that the safety of children has gained increased attention throughout the last few years, resulting in play becoming more regulated, managed, controlled, or even (in some circumstances) removed all together (Kvalnes and Sandseter, 2023; Early Years Outdoor Education, 2021). This has led to a rise in more structured activities for young children (Brusonni et al., 2020). 

Indeed, opportunities for risk in ECEC are largely influenced by adults (Spencer et al., 2021; Dodd and Lester, 2021), meaning that practitioner and parental beliefs have a direct impact on young children’s experiences (Obee et al., 2020). According to Karaca (2020), many parents and educators are now encouraging children to watch television or play on computers rather than encouraging physical activities because they believe it is safer and more convenient. This shows that risk-averse perceptions and practices have become a barrier to free outdoor play (Sandseter et al., 2019).
Interestingly, a study that compared attitudes on risky play in Australia and Norway found that Australian practitioners were far more concerned about accountability and compliance with regulations than Norwegian practitioners were. They feared that they would get sued if a child in their care obtained an injury. So, by removing elements of risk, they also remove the liability that comes along with it. Norwegian practitioners, on the other hand, took a more liberal approach, enabling greater opportunities for children to engage in risky play (Little, Sandseter and Wyver, 2012). Another study found that Norway was far less risk-aversive than southern European countries (Sandseter et al., 2019). These differences in current practice are incredibly interesting when we consider the fact that Norway has been ranked 4th out of 41 ‘rich’ countries for their services in childcare, whereas the United Kingdom ranked low at number 35 and Australia at number 37 (Gromarda and Richardson, 2021). 
In many Westernised societies, health and safety legislation has a strong influence on activity planning in ECEC. However, concerns have been raised regarding the effects of on overprotective approach to children’s development (Kvlanes and Sandseter, 2023). According to Brussoni et al. (2012), too many restrictions on children’s play can lead to negative consequences for their health and wellbeing. They explain that a child who is deprived of taking risks is more likely to experience issues such as obesity, poor mental health, lack of independence, poor judgement skills and a decreased ability to learn. Concerns for safety have sadly overridden concerns for children’s right to play freely (Kvalnes and Sandseter). There are six types of risky play:
1. Great heights – this includes jumping, swinging, and balancing from heights.
2. Rapid speeds – running, cycling, sliding, skating, rolling, and spinning fast.
3. Dangerous tools – use of power tools, machinery, knives, and ropes.
4. Dangerous elements – engaging with fire or water that is cold, deep, or fast-moving.
5. Rough and tumble – play-fight, wrestle, and chase.
6. Disappearing or getting lost – exploring unfamiliar spaces alone or in small groups.
(Sandseter, 2007, quoted in Karaka, 2020, p.166)

So, the question that needs to be asked is what can be done to tackle this?
To put it simply, it is about finding the balance between concerns over child safety and opportunities for seeking excitement, adventure and challenge (Spencer et al., 2021; Kvalnes and Sandseter, 2023). Risky play does not mean that there are no boundaries involved! It is important to risk-assess situations and ensure that activities are age and/or stage appropriate. Clear boundaries also need to be established in advance and adequate supervision provided to ensure appropriate adult to child ratio. Additionally, effective, and regular communication with parents will help to relieve anxieties they may have and allows them opportunity to share ideas if they wish to do so. This will allow children the opportunity for risk whilst also keeping hazards to a minimum (Early Years Outdoor Education, 2015).
To conclude, the evidence suggests that being too safe can cause more harm to children’s health and wellbeing. However, measures can be put in place to reduce the likelihood of injury whilst also allowing children the freedom of being able to engage in risky play.
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