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Section 1

Welsh Government (2020) is set to introduce a new curriculum for Wales in 2022. The need for a change within the curriculum in Wales, is essential to be able to cater to the needs of learners throughout Wales, and to keep up with the everchanging times (Donaldson, 2015). This assignment will critically analyse the importance of a play-based curricula, including the new curriculum being introduced in Wales in 2022 as well as the importance of continued professional development and training.
O’Leary (2019) claims that play based learning is a defining feature of human development. Whilst children are playing, a teacher can ask the child questions with regards to what they are doing, which will encourage the child to problem solve and make predictions to what they think may happen. Questions which can be asked, can include maths and literacy. For example, the teacher could ask the child who may be playing with blocks – ‘Can you make a tall tower?’ (O’Leary, 2019).
Brodie (no date) explains the importance of sustained shared thinking and how it can only be achieved by skilled practitioners. This involves a flowing conversation between the practitioner and the child where both are learning from each other (Brodie, no date). This is also supported by Waters (2016) who states that the foundation phase requires a balance between structured learning of child-initiated activities and activities which are adult-led. Practitioners should be involved in children’s play to promote sustained shared thinking (Waters, 2016).
O’Leary (2019) goes on to say that children learn best through first-hand experiences and are more likely to enjoy learning when they are learning about something in which they are interested in. For example, if children are playing with water, this can quickly turn into a science lesson, by the teacher asking the child to fill a jug and to see how much water is in the jug. 
Furthermore, Child Development Institute (2019) go on to say that Montessori (1957) believed that play will expand the child’s creativity skills, as well as problem-solving, social, language and physical skills. Children should have access to a prepared environment which is suitable for the child’s age and for the child to have the freedom to play and learn without interruption. The adult is to observe the child and when the child is ready for a lesson, the adult will introduce new materials and activities (Famm, no date). 
In addition, Their world (2021) mentions that play is an important part of children’s early development. An activity such as stacking and building blocks, allows children to develop maths and science skills, as well as learning shape and counting. Early childhood games such as these, are vital for laying foundations for education. (Their world, 2021). Children are learning all time without even realising this – learning through play.
This is supported by Piaget’s (1980) theory in which he believed that play is a key part of children’s development. Piaget (1980) also believed that it is important for children to have a stimulating play environment which will allow children to follow their interests. Children will construct their knowledge by having play opportunities, which will also create increased interactions between children and adults. 
Walters (2015) also supports this, by mentioning that the Foundation Phase promotes a play-based approach to learning, emphasising personal development and well-being. Walters (2015) states that children learn best through first-hand experiences and consolidate their learning by problem solving and taking risks. 
Howard and McInness (2013) say that the best quality of care for children is by understanding why play is important. Children learn more effectively when learning through play. Practitioners need to understand what play is to be able to provide the best quality of care and learning for children (Howard and McInness, 2013).
In addition, Unicef (2018) promotes learning through play by saying that opportunities through play will engage activity and strengthen creativity. Unicef (2018) says that by letting children engage in play, it will give them opportunities for problem solving.
However, the definition of play is often misunderstood. Waters (2016) states that according to Wood and Attfield (2005) the diverse range of behaviours associated with play meaning that there are multiple meanings for adults and children, resulting in barriers when implementing the new curriculum. 
According to the Welsh Government (2020) the new curriculum claims that children should think creatively to reframe and solve problems, as well as identifying and grasping opportunities. This is where play can play an essential part in a child’s learning and education. Practitioners have a role for play by ensuring that time and space is available for children to access and grasp opportunities which play gives (Family lives, 2021).
However, challenges may occur when implementing the new curriculum. One would be that practitioners may not have the appropriate training to support the new way of learning. Practitioners are required to have appropriate support and training to enhance play-based learning and to give children appropriate challenges. Vygotsky (1934) believes that learning occurs through interactions with others, including adults, teachers and peers. Practitioners can contribute to many factors within an educational setting (Vygotsky, 1934).
Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2007) argues that appropriate training and support is needed to enhance play-based learning to support children and to give them appropriate challenges for learning. If practitioners are not confident as educators, children will not receive the best learning outcomes so by having appropriate and current training will benefit both parties involved. 
This is supported by Martland (2020) who explains the importance of continuous professional development when working with young people. By having regular training, this leads to enhanced self-confidence and an improved professional development (Marltand, 2020). It is important to ensure that continuous professional development is carried out as according to Pacey (2021), CPD is an ongoing process throughout working life and it is also a requirement that professional bodies help to document skills, knowledge and experience. 
A report carried out by Welsh Government (2015) claims that the current foundation phase curriculum is very much adult-led, which was observed far more than continuous child-led provision. Many activities noticed within the classroom were very much adult-initiated. This is due to practitioners worrying that a more child-led approach could result in a ‘dip in current standards’ (Welsh Government, 2015). Currently, practitioners do not have many decisions to make with regards to how and what they teach children. This is where the new curriculum which the Welsh Government are bringing in in 2022 will allow practitioners more ‘wriggle room’ to be able to make more decisions regarding the children’s learning, as well as the children having more freedom with regards to play-based learning and activities.  Implications of this could include practitioners not having sufficient training, therefore not feeling confident with their educational decisions. 
This is supported by Welsh Government (2016) who carried out an independent report and made recommendations that a group of foundation phase experts should be appointed to devise a long-term plan to support the next steps of the implementation of the foundation phase. Recommendations also include supporting progression throughout the foundation phase by including sufficient training and guidance. Practitioners should also have sufficient knowledge and experience to understand the foundation phase, as well as teachers being able to lead practice in their classrooms (Welsh Government, 2016). 
The new curriculum supports this as practitioners can make decisions themselves on teaching and learning methods which best supports the children in their care. 
Welsh Government (2016) goes on to recommend that foundation phase co-ordinators as well as teaching assistants should have sufficient knowledge and training to understand the foundation phase, including play.
An independent report carried out by Wiserd (2015) points out that one of the aims of the current foundation phase is that children should indeed have ownership of their learning experiences and be more involved in planning activities within the classroom, as well as participating more. During observations, over-all adult initiated learning was more common that child-led learning. 
Furthermore, children are only allowed to play and carry out their own choice of activity once they have finished a piece of allocated work. (Wiserd, 2015). This could indicate the current curriculum is not allowing for play-based learning, and that by having a more structured learning approach, children may not enjoy their learning experience and gain access to the best possible opportunities, as the current foundation phase framework is a lot more structured compared to the new framework (Welsh Government, 2015).
Welsh Government (no date) informs that according to the Foundation Phase Pedagogy, practitioners must include a good balance between child-led and adult-initiated activities as well as play-based learning. The Foundation Phase Pedagogy also states that practitioners plan, support and review play within the classroom and outdoors as play promotes creativity and investigation, as well as language and communication skills. This supports the new curriculum as play is playing a bigger part of a child’s education as it has done previously. Welsh Government are allowing more movement with a child’s education and are moving away of teaching being so structured. 
An article written by Walters (2015) states that the foundation phase has developed over time and that the foundation phase had an increased approach to promoting play-based learning with an increased emphasis of the child’s personal development and well-being. Walters (2015) supports that children learn best through first-hand experiences. The current Foundation Phase framework requires that there must be structured learning through child-led activities as well as those directed by practitioners. Currently, there are tensions regarding how play is understood within early years practice (Walters, 2015). 
However, Whitebread (2012) state that developing practices in the early years in beneficial ways, has often been proved as difficult. By having a lack of effective play practice, it has been damaging for children within settings.
According to findings of the Stocktake report, 23 recommendations are made for the Welsh Government, and 9 of those are related to relevant training for practitioners (Walters, 2015). 
This shows that currently, practitioners have not had sufficient training to support and develop the foundation phase. To successfully implement the new curriculum within the foundation phase, appropriate and relevant training must be carried out beforehand. MacDonald (2018) claims that research carried out by Welsh Government (2015) states that only twenty-five percent of all provision across Wales is currently being implemented well. 
Welsh Government’s definition of play varies when considering how to meet developmental outcomes of play in practice. This places responsibility for determining the varying definitions of play with Local Authorities and organisations, resulting in a varied learning approach regarding the curriculum (MacDonald, 2018). Welsh Government need to make it clear to Local Authorities the definition of what play is and the expectations which are expected.
Welsh Government (2019) have information on their website with regards to the new curriculum but there is not much training available for practitioners. Various documentation is available but relevant training should be available before the new curriculum is introduced into schools.
Think Learn Challenge (no date) worked alongside The Welsh Government (no date) to create The Foundation Phase professional learning pack which includes modules which will assist practitioners with their current practice, by providing various scenarios, case studies as well as research. 
Reflective practice is an important part of professional development and research states that practitioners who reflect on their learning will lead to improved professional performance. The training is beneficial as it will encourage practitioners to identify their strengths and recognise areas for development. (TLC, no date).
If practitioners do not regularly update their continued professional development, they will not be made aware of any changes which may be implemented and the children in their care will be the ones that miss out on new opportunities. 
In conclusion, to implement play into the new curriculum effectively, it is essential for early years practitioners to attend relevant training and to improve their continued professional development. Practitioners will succeed in raising their skills and standards within the early years which will help to improve outcomes for children. Welsh Government will support the workforce in gaining skills which they will need to progress in their careers and to be sufficient educators for children (Social Care Wales, 2017).  Recommendations include sufficient training for all early years staff and practitioners regarding play and how play can be implemented successfully within the classroom and new curriculum.






















Section 2

This part of the assignment critically evaluates methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula.
According to Every Child Matters (2021) every child is unique and is constantly learning to be resilient, confident, capable and self-assured. Children learn and develop at their own individual pace and in their own individual ways (Every Child Matters, 2021).
In addition, University of Connecticut (no date) believe that based on the theories of Piaget (1980) and Vygotsky (1934), every child is unique and has their own temperament and learning style. The child brings uniqueness into each new experience and takes an active role in the process of learning through their engagement in experiences. 
Article 2 of the Unicef (no date) United Convention for the Rights of the Child state that every child has the right to not be discriminated against, whatever their ethnicity, sex, religion, language or abilities. Every child is individual and unique and should not be rushed to reach certain developmental milestones but should be supported and encouraged to be able to be the best that they can be. 
Tierney (2013) states that fairness is a considerable quality with regards to carrying out a wide range of educational assessments. It is known that teachers’ assessments can have a significant impact on a child’s personal, social and educational status (Tierney, 2013). There can be many definitions of fairness and that practitioners should all have the same understanding (Tierney, 2013).
In addition, Thomson (2015) claims that adult opinions of the child’s development can differ slightly depending on knowledge and experience, as well as up to date training.
Halimah (2020) claims that according to Robinson (2020) children are educated by their age group, assuming that their birth year is an indication of what level they should be at in their education. School’s will thrive if a diverse curriculum is introduced, as well as assessment methods which are motivating to the child. Continuous professional development of teachers is also essential (Robinson, 2020).
Robinson’s (2020) mission was to make every unique child gain their own place within the education system, and he urges schools to personalize the learning experience for each student.
This is supported by Berg (2021) who mentions that the Reggio Emilia approach claims that children are viewed as having unlimited potential to contribute to the world, meaning that children’s learning is driven by the child taking an active role in constructing their own knowledge and control regarding the curriculum. Berg (2021) also claims that teachers observe children to understand how each child individually learns. Teachers should then adapt learning based on the child’s interests and abilities. 
Scholastic (2021) states that The Reggio Emilia approach, believed that documentation by the way of photographs of children at work and play will help teachers and parents learn more about what is best for the child and how to accommodate this at home and in the classroom. This supports the unique child as children are all individual and learn at their own pace, rather than assessments of maths and literacy which may just test their memory rather than ability.
According to Gallo et al. (2006), assessments are part of the teaching process which is a way of providing feedback to the student and teacher. Carrying out assessments give the students goals and awareness of their own progress (Gallo et al. 2006).
This year will see the statutory introduction of a new framework for learning in Wales, which will give each school permission and control to design a bespoke curriculum for the needs of each child and the context of the school setting, all within a new national framework (The Dell Primary School, no date).
Furthermore, Gallo et al. (2006) claim that barriers of carrying out assessments include a lack of time to carry out assessments, as well as having too many students. Assessments can be very time consuming for the practitioner so help from other staff may be beneficial. Therefore, it is essential to have funding so that training of such assessments can take place effectively.
Successful Futures (2015) claim that a report carried out by Professor Graham Donaldson suggests that simpler assessment procedures should take place, as well as a stronger role for the assessment to support with children’s learning. Assessments should be clear for practitioners and children to understand which will help to gather evidence regarding the child’s achievement (Successful Futures, 2015).
The Foundation Phase Profile was developed by Welsh Government to support and assess children throughout the foundation phase. The assessment will provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which will contribute to outcomes at the end of the foundation phase. This is carried out by completing various observations and formative assessments, supporting practitioners to provide an appropriate curriculum which is suitable for all children’s needs and abilities, (Welsh Government, 2017).
The profile has been designed to line up with assessments carried out by health             professionals and also supports early identification of possible developmental delay, special educational needs (SEN), or additional learning needs (ALN); this will ensure support is given to children who need it. The assessments gathered as part of the profile will provide useful information for all stakeholders in children’s learning and development, supporting transitions between settings and schools.
(Welsh Government, 2017)

The Foundation Phase Profile will support a child’s effective transition, enabling schools and settings to monitor, track and support children in learning and development within the whole of the foundation phase. Progress can be tracked, and intervention can be put into place, especially for those needing additional support. Information will then support practitioners to have appropriate discussions with parents or carers, providing up to date information with regards to their child’s development and learning, (Welsh Government, no date). 
Positive aspects of the Foundation Phase Profile include that children are first observed rather than tests being carried out. This gives practitioners the ability to understand children’s learning styles and interests, as well as their developmental ages. Practitioners are to observe children in both indoor and outdoor environments (Welsh Government, 2017). This way, practitioners can plan and implement appropriate activities and lessons to support each child being unique. Another positive element of the foundation phase profile would be that it is quite detailed and highlights strengths and weaknesses of the child which could indicate any signs of special educational needs.
Welsh Assembly Government (2008) claim that by observing children. practitioners will be able to see what children enjoy, as well as monitoring their progress and being able to plan a more suitable curriculum to support each child’s individual needs. Observation and assessment will enable practitioners to get to know each individual child’s interests, needs and strengths, as well as highlighting the child’s development and providing help for children’s progress which may not be adequate and who may be on to the continuum of special educational needs (WAG, 2008).
However, Barriers of The Foundation Phase Profile would be that practitioners may not have access to effective training and resources to carry out the assessments correctly, as well as not having sufficient funding to implement The Foundation Phase Profile correctly. The assessment criteria may not be suitable for every child as children develop at different stages to others, as well as the assessments not being suitable for children with special educational needs. There may not be funding available for staff and practitioners to have effective training which would then mean that the new curriculum will not be implemented effectively, therefore children not being given the best opportunities. 
Auclair (2017) claims that by schools having less funding, this means a less quality of education, as well as professional development being restricted, and such educational services being scaled back. Benefits of funding within education include schools having higher academic success and a better quality of life for students (Auclair, 2017).
The Foundation Phase Profile recognises that children’s outcomes are decided by their age of development. This would not be suitable for children with special educational needs, or the unique child. For example, if they are 5 years old, they are expected to have reached certain outcomes, whereas the unique child or child with special educational needs, may not have done so yet therefore resulting in a misdiagnosis or an unsuitable curriculum being implemented.
OCED (2017) claim that the ability to provide a quality education depends on adequate funding. Schools which lack good quality teachers and practitioners will have difficulties with promoting a good quality education (OCED, 2017).
Welsh Government (2021) claims that in alignment with the new curriculum, schools must make appropriate assessment arrangements which will support learner progression. This would be a fair way of assessing learners as a unique child as assessments should be suitable for all. Assessments could also be designed for children with special educational needs which would be more suitable for them.
According to The Guardian (2018) there is evidence which suggests that tests of children at around four years of age, are very unreliable meaning that the tests are unsuitable for accountability. This is where observing children may be more appropriate. 
However, Arndt and Tesar (2015) claim that in New Zealand, Te Whariki and Learning Stories are rich and complex assessments and learning tools which also have strong underpinnings of culture. Assessments are focused on more by the teacher standing back and observing, rather than interfering with the child’s performance. New Zealand focuses on a holistic approach to monitoring a child’s progress by implementing Learning Stories which allows for complexity for positive learning (Arndt and Tesar, 2015).
Learning Stories promote children’s inclusion of their own views on their own learning, including cultural views. This encourages diversity and connections between different beliefs and views (Arndt and Tesar, 2015). This is a much more culturally acceptable way of learning and assessing as each child is considered in their own unique and individual way. Veazey (2020) states that the idea of Learning Stories is to avoid assessing children on specific skills.
Carr and Lee (2019) explain that the assessment frame for Learning Stories is that children are ‘ready, willing and able’ to learn. A portfolio of Learning Stories will recognise, construct and record a child’s growth as an individual and unique learner. Learning Stories very much involves families as well as practitioners to review a child’s Learning Stories portfolio (Carr and Lee, 2019). Learning Stories provides practitioners with opportunities to use authenticity and creativity to benefit the uniqueness and individuality of each child. Learning Stories will also provide practitioners with opportunities to make learning more valuable, raising their professionalism and their enthusiasm for teaching within their professional life (Carr and Lee, 2019).
Blaicklock (2010) argues that there is a lack of evidence with regards to Learning Stories and its credibility and effectiveness for assessing children with their learning. A reason for this could be that Learning Stories is heavily funded by the Government, including resources and professional development. Perhaps more up to date research of Learning Stories could be carried out to ensure that it is still an effective method of assessment. 
It would seem that the new curriculum is adopting a similar way of thinking with regards to childhood assessments, by a having a less structured and more holistic approach. 







Section 3   Learning in the Outdoors – what are the benefits and are we ready for it?

Having worked in a school setting for several years, I rarely see the outdoor space used properly and effectively. Learning and being in the outdoors has shown to have many health and educational benefits for children and practitioners.
These include:

· enhanced personal and social communication skills
· increased physical activity
· enhanced mental health
· sensory and spiritual awareness
· developing self-esteem and responsibility of the outdoors
                                                                              (English Outdoor Council, no date).

Learning outdoors provides freedom for children whereas the space outdoors cannot be replicated inside. Children who learn and play in an outdoor environment will be increasingly more active and motivated, as well as develop a more positive attitude to learning (Bilton, 2010).
I have seen children learn to become risk takers by participating in risky play when playing in an outdoor environment. Risky play is very beneficial to the child and will also allow a child to challenge themselves physically, emotionally and mentally. This includes climbing a tree a little bit higher each time as well as learning their own boundaries. Children also need various opportunities to problem solve and experiment whilst taking risks themselves. Life is full of risks and risky play teaches the children to make these decisions themselves and to test what their body is capable of (Toole, no date). Piaget (1980) believed that children learn best when they are constantly experimenting and investigating to build understanding and knowledge of how the world works. This simply cannot be achieved by just using an indoor environment (Cherry, 2020).
“Most practitioners report that learning outdoors promotes children’s engagement and enjoyment in learning. This in turn impacts positively on children’s personal and social development, general behaviour and wellbeing. Children persevere with activities for longer periods outdoors and will attempt new things more readily. Children learn to co-operate and apply their thinking skills to real problems.” (Estyn, 2011b) 
A quote by a well-known children’s author:
“The more risks you allow children to take, the better they learn to take care of themselves” (Roald Dahl, no date). 

Are practitioners confident with outdoor learning?
As an early year’s practitioner, I do not always feel confident when teaching in the outdoors as to teaching indoors. I believe that this is mostly due to the risks which may occur during an outdoor activity, such as a child falling over themselves or getting lost. I do think that we live in such a blame culture now of “where there’s a blame, there’s a claim!” This then results in practitioners worrying that if the child was to get hurt, they would be liable whereas it is completely normal for children to hurt themselves during play whether it be indoors or outdoors. 
Although, The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook (2009) mentions that accidents in the outdoors are an invaluable lesson for children, providing those children and practitioners learn from them.
Risk assessments are the process of identifying hazards within the workplace, and defines which hazards are more likely to cause harm to children and practitioners (Unison, 2021). It is essential that appropriate risk assessments are carried out of the outdoor environment, so that any risk, big or small can be highlighted. Risk assessments should always be in line with the practitioners’ settings and procedures. 
It is increasingly important that practitioners have appropriate training to support outdoor learning. Without appropriate training and guidance, practitioners will not feel confident with teaching in an outdoor environment, therefore will not let the children engage in risky play and take risks as they are afraid that the child will get hurt. 
The new curriculum coming into force in Wales in 2022, claims that children are to become healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society which includes taking part in physical activity and managing risks (Welsh Government, 2020). Children can be encouraged to do so, by participating in outdoor learning and being given as many opportunities as they can to support and achieve this.
Practitioners should inform parents/carers that children are going to participate in outdoor learning so that parents/carers ensure that their child has appropriate clothing and footwear on as well as the practitioner giving the parents reassurance of the activities which may be involved. 
Practitioners could also display the children’s work for parents/carers to see what work has been carried out outdoors, whether it be done so by photographs or artwork. This will most importantly reassure the parents/carers of the fun which is involved!
Outdoor learning trainer Jackie Slaughter says that one main reason as to why early years practitioners lack in confidence when delivering outdoor learning is because early years qualifications tend to exclude it. 
Many practitioners prefer not to teach in the outdoors as they do not have the confidence to do so, as well as being afraid of the risks and implementations which outdoor play may occur. By having appropriate and relevant training, practitioners will feel more confident when teaching in the outdoors, as well as supporting their skills and knowledge which will benefit them and the children. Practitioners may then also think of new ideas to develop the outdoors in their setting effectively (Learning through landscapes, 2021). 

What next?
I believe that it is very important that schools and settings ensure that all practitioners have access to appropriate training for outdoor learning which will benefit both the child and practitioner as we move towards implementing the new curriculum in 2022. Schools should have access to effective support for this to be carried out, as well as support to further develop the outdoor space.
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