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Section 1: 


Within this critical analysis of the implementation of play based learning within early years curricula I will be evaluating the practitioner's role and understanding of what play based learning is theoretically and in practice and how the Welsh Governments Foundation Phase framework intended to be implemented within settings. This will be discussed in conjunction with reports and research evidence to provide an objective assessment of where we were and where we are going regarding the past and current curriculums in Wales. Play based learning is defined by the Welsh Government (2023b) as having a holistic approach to supporting development that should be enhanced by practitioner's observations to provide further opportunities for the learning experience.
UNICEF (2018) suggests that play by definition is difficult to conceptualise. It is however agreed by many theorists and researchers that play should involve child-led decision making, using autonomy to enable personal play choices. International Te-Whāriki curriculum offers a wide range of play-based experiences. Through the use of these children develop exploration and communication to make sense of the immediate environment and the world around them. Ministry of Education (2017, pp.15). Theorist Lev Vygotsky, as stated in Bodrova and Leong (2015, pp.371) suggests that children should be taught how to play, educators are advised 
not to include play into lesson plans, suggesting it stay a childhood experience. 
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development theory suggests that using adult or peer support the learner can attain a higher level of skill and development. (Shabani, Khatib and Ebadi, 2010, pp. 238).
This theory is also intricately linked to scaffolding which was developed by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) in relation to Vygotsky's zone of proximal development theory in application. Scaffolding is stated as the provision of support that a learner receives. McArdle (2023) states that scaffolding is provided by a more knowledgeable person in order to facilitate critical thinking, problem solving skills and higher-level thinking, using providing advice and open-ended questions. 
Smagorinsky (2018, pp.70-75) suggests that scaffolding is popular within the education sector due to the immediate instruction-based results it provides which practitioners must demonstrate and be accountable for. Within the Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales (No Date) scaffolding should be used within a toolkit for consideration within settings. Practitioners should not use scaffolding on its own merit but should instead utilise it as a basis for support. Critical analysis of scaffolding suggests it provides short term learning rather than long term development. The Welsh Government (No Date) suggests that the use of scaffolding can however be of benefit with the use of open discussions between practitioners using workshops to support further critical consideration of practitioners understanding of research and evidence linking to play based learning within a setting. 
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development also receives criticism for the possibility of it being used inaccurately and loosely. Smagorinsky (2018, pp. 70-75). 
These theories are concurred by Maria Montessori. Montessori believed that children should be self-directive in their own learning. She also determined that the practitioner should facilitate the learning process for guidance, promote self-directed learning and act as an observer in order to support a child’s interests and developmental requirements. McArdle (2023). 
It is interesting to note that the theories of Vygotsky, Bruner and Montessori as discussed can be seen embedded within The Welsh Government (2008) foundation phase guidance document which states that educators must consider the role that play has in a child’s development. When working with young children, practitioners must inspire,
 motivate and cultivate good attitudes in order to push children’s learning and development.
 This encourages critical thinking and problem-solving abilities. Practitioners should have an active awareness of when is appropriate to intervene and when to let children facilitate their own conclusions. The Welsh Government (2015a) revised foundation phase framework also confirms that practitioner involvement in children’s learning is crucial and that interactions between child and practitioner should involve open inquiry, sharing and sustained thinking. 
With an understanding of what play and play based learning is within the curriculum it is also important to discuss how these definitions were intended to be implemented in settings. The Welsh Government (No Date) states that resources should be supported by
Justifications for the significance of the learning objectives and their role in advancing the
overall goal of the curriculum. The Welsh Government (2023a) suggests that this makes it less likely that the resource will cover subjects or activities without a clear 
understanding of its significance and how they contribute to holistic learning. According to the Welsh Government (2008, pp.16) play within learning experiences should have a balance of practitioner initiated structured activities and those established by children according to interests.
Ensuring practitioners understanding of play based learning within the curriculum the Welsh Government (2023a) states that essential key features that should be paid attention to include play and play-based learning. Within the Welsh Government (2023a) enabling learning resource there is very little emphasis placed on the level of involvement given to the practitioners in order to achieve true play-based learning. There are large elements of the practitioner providing support and opportunities within the curriculum but little on the balance required from the practitioner to ensure play-based learning is being integrated effectively. Zee and Koomen (2016) cited in the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2020, pp.14) state that practitioners, if not provided with sufficient support through initial teacher training or professional development programmes may encounter a lack of self-confidence when teaching. It also suggests that when a curriculum is difficult to understand practitioners are likely to misinterpret and inaccurately navigate its intentions. OECD (2020, pp.15). McInnes, Howard, Miles and Crowley (2011) state that according to earlier studies there is a disconnect between practitioner's connections and conceptions of play and how it relates to learning pedagogical interactions with children and perceptions of play within practice. 
The Ministry of Education: Te-Whāriki curriculum (2017, pp. 59) also states that professional development must be committed to by practitioners to ensure a child’s learning is positively benefited. A play-based approach within this international curriculum suggests that practitioners are knowledgeable regarding play-based pedagogy and have the ability to design a curriculum that is not only stimulating and easily accessible to the child but also enjoyable. An Independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales (2013-2014) found that continued professional development training should be maintained alongside the consideration of compulsory progression of additional training and guidance on the practices of the Foundation Phase. Recommendation five of this report also suggest that training should provide practitioners with an understanding of theories and current research relating to the role of the adult and effective education in the early years. Recommendation twenty-two states that the use of further training for practitioners should support Foundation Phase practice and look to improve the understanding of critical thinking and the Foundation Phase pedagogy. These recommendations are supported by the Welsh Government’s Evaluating the Foundation Phase Final Report (2015b). Recommendation six suggests that in order to improve Foundation phase understanding practitioners should undergo revision of training, this alongside recommendation 8 states that within the initial teacher training courses the Foundation Phase curriculum should be paid attention to. Section fourteen recommends training and support should be offered for Foundation Phase practitioners to understand how to implement the framework within practice. 
Evans (2013) states that the Independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase report (2013-2014) found practitioners were unsure of the definitions within elements of the Foundation Phase, leading to misinterpreting the definition of ‘play’ within settings. Having varied interpretations of the Foundation Phase within practitioners seemed to be influential in the approaches used in settings. Another point raised by the Foundation Phase advisors and training support officers within the report identified that to provide understanding to practitioners a continuous level of communication relating to policies is needed to ensure effective practices. It was in contrast confirmed however that the foundation phase had a notable overall impact on practitioners. Evans (2013). 
It is interesting to note that the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) study by Siraj-Blatchford et al (2003) cited in Kingston and Siraj (2017, pp.47) provided a more in-depth list of an effective educator. It suggests that practitioners should provide a balance of adult led activities as well as child led play, avoiding activities being unduly structured and adult driven. Thus, offering little play or experiential development for the child. Successful practitioners are aware of when to support and provide structured environments engaging in free play when appropriate. Kingston and Siraj (2017, pp.51). In order to provide this level of practice within a setting, practitioners that received professional development training were determined to be more equipped to develop activities that support and further promote learning through play. Kingston and Siraj (2017, pp.47). 
















Section 2.

According to early years matter (No date) the unique child is a confident learner who is able to continuously learn, become self- reliant and resilient. Murray (2017) suggests that the guiding principles of EYFS (Early Years Foundation Stage) in England states that each 
child is unique and are continuously learning, developing at different rates and
in diverse ways. They also state that children should be raised in supportive environments 
where educators and parents/caregivers collaborate to meet the needs of each
individual child. Thus, all children entering a reception class at school should, in theory get a 
customised programme of early childhood education and care. Murray (2017) argues however that although the unique child should be provided a holistic and individualised level of support catering to their needs, practitioners must also provide evidence that the child is achieving a comparable set of objectives.
The Welsh Government (2015, p.4) Foundation Phase Framework suggests that due to children developing and learning at different paces they should be allowed to acquire skills unique to the child’s individual time frame. This can also be seen within the new curriculum which states that it will incorporate personalised learning, focusing on progression and supporting a pathway of paced individualised learning (Sidat,2022). This personalised approach is carried through within the Welsh Government funded non-maintained nursery settings curriculum (2022, p.5) suggests that every child's culture and background should be recognised as unique within each setting under the curriculum. The needs and development of each child should also be approached at a holistic level following the pedagogy of the curriculum. International approaches also follow the approach of the unique child. One such approach is the New Zealand curriculum, Te Whāriki. This curriculum states that each child’s journey and contribution is unique and along with practitioners, families and the child themselves create their own unique curriculum. Ministry of Education (2017, p.6-7). 
Within play-based curricula, assessment methods play a large part in the analysis of a child’s progress and development within the early years. According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (No Date) information obtained from
assessments and evaluations are intended to be utilised to inform initiatives for systemic change at every level of education. In order to address recognised learning gaps, practitioners collect data on pupils and modify instruction within the setting accordingly. At school level, administrators utilise data to pinpoint the settings strengths and weaknesses to create improvement plans at policy level.
Officials make decisions regarding funding and school support services. As well as utilising this information to establish general priorities for education. Hodgson (2023) suggests that the purpose of assessments is to identify areas of concern relating to children’s development and needs in education, the measurement of progress and to obtain data to monitor the national standards. One assessment used is the foundation phase profile. This form of assessment is described by the Welsh Government (2015) as being a tool utilised by settings and schools to ensure continuity and consistency throughout the assessment process. It was aimed at assessing children’s capacity in the four areas of learning. These areas include, physical development, language, literacy and communication, mathematics and wellbeing, diversity within culture, and personal/ social development. It states that the assessments used are both observation and formative based, of which they are accumulated through holistic tasks and classroom activities. Within the foundation phase profile there are two parts, the first is the compact profile which is a baseline assessment designed to be used for reception children first entering the setting. This compact profile intended to be easily completed via observations over a shorter period of time. The second is the full profile aimed at completion at the end of year two. This form of assessment was based upon the establishment of outcomes at the end of the foundation Phase. In relation to the unique child the foundation phase profiles objective was to ensure transition plans were more successfully implemented, and schools and settings would be able to monitor and encourage the learning and development of new students all the way through the foundation phase. Children’s development can be monitored and early interventions can be implemented for those who require additional support. The data collected was also then available to assist practitioners to liaise with parents/carers regarding their child’s development and how to support them. Welsh Government (2015). The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2017) states that the primary goal is to offer a baseline evaluation that is consistent across Wales and corresponds with end-of-phase results. It also confirms that it aims to provide support to practitioners in order to provide children with a holistic curriculum. The foundation phase profile also discusses the assessments being designed to assist practitioners in conjunction with healthcare professionals to identify developmental delays or special educational needs (SEN) in order to provide support.
Critique of this assessment can be seen within the Research into assessment practices in the foundation phase summary (2022). The summary states that a common criticism of the profile includes it being time consuming, not being suitably customised for the individual child and more of a tick box approach. The Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (2016, pp.2) suggest through the use of observations the unique qualities of each child can be identified, this enables practitioners to understand the likes and dislikes of the child, background, culture and the needs the require developmentally. The foundation phase profile uses observations as one method of assessment and according to the Foundation phase profile handbook (2017, pp.5-10) observations are used to provide a wide range of data to inform decisions. These observations also help create a picture of the whole child. The Welsh Government (2022, pp.3) foundation phase final report states that practitioners reported positive accounts of the foundation phase profile assessment regarding the observation elements of the profile. The did state however that the observations proved challenging when having to set up spaces and equipment to observe specific skills. It also confirms that practitioners felt that when carrying out more formal assessment observations at a table some children that had not experienced sitting at a desk and having to perform a task found it difficult. This stressor in turn could result not providing them with a clear understanding of the child’s true capabilities. These issues had been discussed by practitioners, suggesting that it would be more beneficial if the learners did not know they were being observed in order to give a more accurate picture of the child's abilities. Welsh Government (2022, pp.27-28). This was followed by practitioners stating that due to the time constraints that coincide with the assessment profile many found there was less time to gain insight into the child’s wellbeing which should have been the main focus. Practitioners commented on Welsh Government (2022, pp.41). 
Williams (2011) states that it is the data from assessments and not the method that is important. He also suggests that the formative assessments should be used within the classroom in a natural context and not merely as a procedure separate from the daily teachings. 
Another form of assessment is learning stories. Learning stories originated in New Zealand and is used in schools to identify children’s learning experiences as well as providing a space to promote and develop the culture and language of the child, which is also a fundamental component of the Te- Whāriki philosophy. Sands and McChesney (2023). Learning stories according to Kashin (2016) is both a method of reporting and assessment where the reporter documents not only the events of the child but provides the child with a voice, giving others a snapshot into the thoughts and feelings of the child. Learning stories are narratives derived from systematic observations that aim to offer a growing collection of images and written documentation that illustrate a child’s educational progress. These are observations that are transformed into tales, examined, and utilised as the foundation for organising and planning. Hargraves (2020).
Kashin (2023) suggests that it must be a gratifying experience for children to read and hear their own learning story in which they are the main character. Sharing with families increases the chance of gaining different viewpoints. However, one drawback is that learning stories usually rarely allocate for group learning experiences, which are often a large part of a child’s daily activities, both socially and academically. Pack (2016) states that the learning story is aimed at the child and has a format that is simplified for families to understanding as well as for practitioners to write. As they consider the words and actions of the child, teachers transform into both storytellers and observers. The narrative of the story highlights the child’s thoughts or ideas through interaction with the environment and resources and people within it Learning stories can respectfully connect practitioners with families and build strong relationships. However, Hou and Shiyao (2021) states that a case study in China regarding learning stories found that practitioners did not always target the intended child within the story, focusing on the whole class due to the teacher/children class ratio. Critique of such assessment is also provided by Hargraves (2020) suggesting that other forms of assessment strategies may be needed in addition to learning stories, which do not offer the official form of measuring criteria that is required by the Ministry of Education needed to pinpoint 
certain issues or signal the need for early intervention. This along with the focus based upon one practitioner’s observations to determine analysis and the lack of validity raises concerns. Learning stories have also been criticised for being unreliable, for relying too heavily on the observations and analysis of a single teacher rather than the opinions of a variety of colleagues, for not showing how learning changes and progresses over time, for being produced infrequently, and for having little use in other contexts, such as schools. It is important to note that there is a need for assessments with education in order to support and aid learning. The process within which these assessments are conducted varies, however from the evidence provided the use of observations through learning stories or standard observations along with other forms of formative assessments does provide practitioners with a more holistic picture of the individual child. Taking the unique child into consideration within a setting and through the observation methods is often limited due to time constraints, lack of staffing and the need to set up for activities drawing attention to the observation itself. With this information it is interesting to question if any forms of assessment are capable of taking the unique child into account fully with the lack of support and resources from government bodies.


Section 3:  

Are national tests a true reflection of academic ability or do they hinder more than help? 

National testing in the primary sector has long since been in active debate between parents and academics alike. The need and basis for assessments in many forms within academia has been in question and scrutinised for many years. Do exams truly encapsulate the abilities and capabilities of the child.
Reading and numeracy national assessments within maintained schools are mandatory from years two to nine and must be completed at least once a year. Welsh Government (2023). The Welsh Governments (2023) National Reading and Numeracy Personalised Assessments: administration handbook 2023 to 2024 suggests that the assessments are designed to aid practitioners and learners regarding how to further assist development and next step provisions. It is important to note however that practitioners have the right to utilise their discretion and professional judgement to not use assessment results with learners they feel are not equipped to apply their skills and knowledge to the assessment questions. Welsh Government (2023). The general public, as well as scholars and educators, 
increasingly agree that standardised written exams are in no way a measure of an 
individual's intelligence especially that of a child. Evans (2016) states that the national Literacy and Numeracy programme alongside the national tests have within a two-year period of being implemented showed no significant and measurable impact on not only the quality and learning but also pupil's academic outcomes. It does however confirm that it can take several years to gage the true impact of the national tests and LNF (Literacy and Numeracy Framework) Evans (2016). Upstart Scotland (2017) suggests that assessments can be damaging to children and create a self-fulfilling prophecy. This self-fulfilling prophecy has also been discussed within Early Education (No Date). It confirms that assessments pose the risk of practitioners relying on the children's performance in assessments in order to label them within early education. Claxton (2022) suggests that assessments are often carried out under pressurised components such as time limits and emotional stressors that are different for each child. With these stressors often in place assessments are therefore not an accurate indication of how well a child can apply knowledge. Being able to execute positive assessment results relies more on how well the learner copes with pressure, distractions, manages time, stores and retrieves information quickly, and understands how to obtain the highest marks required. 
Hickton (2022) also states that for an extended period, external factors persuaded leaders to accept the mistaken assumption of the numerical linear development in maths, reading, and writing along with a dash of science.
The path to become an exceptional school or to defend a school with lower assessment scores 
in these core discipline subjects were predictable, fast and of linear ascent. Hickton (2022).
[bookmark: _Int_LlamQxAL][bookmark: _Int_eRZ1fega]Jerrim (2021) also states that the strongest critique of assessments is the mental health and well-being of the children sitting such assessments and that these types of high-pressured situations may be to blame in part. NHS Digital (2018) confirms these criticisms, suggesting that there is growing concern due to statistics showing mental health issues of children are on the incline in England. Rooks (2012) states that within the United States parents, school boards and organisations question the use of testing regarding its over usage and lack of fairness. There are however alternatives to assessments. A study conducted by Yang, Razo and Persky (2019) suggest that through the use of cognitive psychology, suggestions can be offered to provide strategies for curriculum design and an understanding of the learning and retrieval process of children. It confirms that there is no one size fits all answer and that children and classrooms differ. The findings of the study indicate that the most productive form of testing is through the use of multiple-choice questions and open-ended responses. Multiple choice questions have been found to offer stability of information within memory storage. According to studies, student’s assessment results are influenced by their
perception of whether a certain piece of knowledge is necessary for solving problems rather than by what they know or are capable. Learners frequently realise it, but they do not think about it when it is often required in assessment situations. Claxton (2022).
Boards of examiners now offer a variety of techniques to assess a student's intelligence. 
Some courses within institutes have chosen various other means of gaining insight into one's academic ability relating to a specific subject matter. These may be in the form of course work, team activities, presentations, written research projects or creative performances. Connex Education Partnership (No Date).
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David states that using varied methods of assessment proves to increase skills welcomed by employers. University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2023). The Welsh Governments new curriculum (2022) has however set out three key reasons to continue to assess. These are, to support ongoing daily learning, identify the process of learners and reflection of practice to undertake group progression. Many of the Welsh Curriculum 2008 assessments have been removed according to the Welsh Government (2022), providing active reform to ensure assessments support learners progression and skill development. It is interesting to note that the new curriculum assessments will be more integral and embedded into daily learning and teaching, this was not seen in case of the previous curriculum where judgements pertaining to each child were made on a one-off basis. Welsh Government (2022).
Assessments for reading and numeracy however are to remain, as it has been determined to provide reflection on pupil's strengths and weaknesses. Having looked at the varying forms of evidence and research it is apparent that there is legitimate reasoning for arguments both for and against assessments. This undoubtedly will continue to be a debated subject matter for many years within academia and the education sector. With the continuation of sustained research, new provisions and adaptions to assessments within the curriculum discussions will be formulated, critiqued and the topic of many a conversation. 
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