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Section 1- Comparing the Welsh Curriculum and Scandinavian Curriculums 
Currently, schools in Wales are preparing themselves to introduce the new Curriculum which will be fully implemented by the year 2022. The Curriculum for Wales’ (2020) aims for each school to have a consistent approach for children across Wales and to support each learner’s progression throughout their education. Scandinavian countries which include Denmark, Norway, Finland and Sweden have a national curricula which every school has to follow with no exceptions. Their education system is extremely child oriented with a big focus on inclusion and equality. Scandinavian countries are often high in Program for International Student Assessment survey (PISA) results with mathematics, reading and science all reaching above average. According to OECD (2018), Denmark and other Scandinavian countries scored higher than average with students performing at the highest levels of proficiency in at least one subject.
                          It is thought that some schools across Wales are lacking in confidence when it comes to developing the Curriculum with some educators not receiving the appropriate training in certain fields. The Learning Partnership Wales (2008) offers a practical introduction to the new Curriculum where schools are given the opportunity to gain an understanding of the new framework and to develop their schools appropriately to meet the needs of the new educational system. The new Curriculum is aiming to implement elements of the Foundation Phase throughout primary education with pupils of all ages having the opportunity to have child led activities or to learn through play. Donaldson’s Successful futures report (2018) highlights the strengths of the Foundation Phase with teachers gaining more power to make decisions about what and how they teach in order to fully support the needs of their children. Whilst discussing the new Curriculum with children and young people it became apparent that there must be more of a focus on developing appropriate life skills and health and well- being with lessons becoming more child friendly and fun rather than following a specific criteria.
                          The Welsh Government (2020) outlines the focus on learning through play by offering open ended activities and tasks both indoors and outdoors. Offering an outdoor classroom which includes playful tasks and activities to children could have an important impact on their education. Bunting (2006) discusses the benefits of outdoor learning and explains that outdoor activities inspire children to learn positive character qualities. The publication outlines how bringing the classroom to the outdoors could motivate both children and teachers in ways that the indoors cannot. The Curriculum for Excellence through Outdoor Learning (2010) also encourages the use of the outdoors by highlighting how offering nourishing experiences allows children to become confident and successful learners. Many educators forget that learning doesn’t have to take place indoors in educational buildings. Outdoor environments have a potential for learning with many schools and settings having rich rural areas on their doorsteps. It has been found that schools who offer outdoor learning encourage motivating, different and relevant activities to children who may not receive these experiences elsewhere. The Froebel Trust (2012) promotes Froebelian education and offers a holistic approach to the development of children under eight years old. The trust encourages play and creativity with many aspects of their learning being in outdoors environments.
                          Finland’s early education is created around the concept of learning through play. Firstly, children are not obliged to go to school until the age of six, therefore parents are able to play, teach and bond with their children during their Early Years. According to the Finish National Agency for Education (2020) their education system adopts a playful culture where they promote balanced growth within children. Furthermore, Butler (2016) outlines how Finnish schools believe that a child’s education is about being relaxed with a focus on time to play, to be creative and to be physically active. It is thought that a child’s health and wellbeing is at the heart of early year’s education with an emphasis on the development of good social habits.
                          The ‘Quality Matters in Early Childhood Education and Care- Sweden’ (2013) publication suggests that schools from other countries should consider how Swedish schools teach. Schools across Sweden provide continuous child development by putting the child and play based education at the centre of their Curriculum. It is stated within the policy that play is incorporated into the schools daily routines and interests with children being motivated to be curious, to explore and to problem solve with others or independently. The Foundation Phase Action Plan by the Welsh Government (2016) outlines how the Foundation Phase must encourage children to meet the four purposes of the new Curriculum by being “ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals.” (The Welsh Government, 2016)
                          Although British schools are slowly introducing child led and play based activities to the classroom it is thought that more could be done to encourage children to be independent, competent learners.  The Welsh Governments (2018) guide for parents regarding The Foundation Phase proposes that play is one of the most important ways for children to learn. It is considered essential for the growth in their cognitive, physical and social and emotional development. Snell (2019) expresses his concerns regarding the lack of play in education. More play could have a positive effect on a child’s learning and wellbeing. He discusses how the vast majority of children live in a world which is filled with technology therefore schools and settings must do everything in their power to ensure children are given enough opportunities to play and socialise in a child led environment.
                          According to ‘Foundation stage, learning through play’ (2009) it is believed that an important principle of Early Years education is symbolic behaviour. From imagination and creativity to role play, talking and drawing, it is important that practitioners ensure that every child’s needs are met in order to achieve these values. Whilst discussing a child’s progression, the publication outlines how play allows children to gain a real understanding of their interests, needs and comforts. However, learning through play is something that Scandinavian countries deliver well. According to Sandberg and Arlemalm- Hagser (2011), many early childhood educational settings in Sweden have a unique combination of learning and play. It is important that children begin to foster fundamental values from a young age which will contribute to their future. A play based education allows children to discover themselves whilst also interacting with others. Samuelsson and Fleer (2009) also highlight the impact of free play and discuss how it can effect children’s engagement and independence. Allowing children to create their own activities and decide what they would like to play with allows them to become competent whilst also feeling at home in their surroundings.
                          Whilst playing or taking part in a child led activity, children can begin to discover their boundaries whilst interacting with others. Williams-Siegfredsen (2017) discusses the benefits of forest schools in Denmark and the positive effects it has no a child’s education and the national Curriculum. Forest schools are seen as an engaging and motivating method to learning with play being at the centre of the premise? According to Constable (2014) it is thought that Froebel’s research in to how children learn has had an influence on forest schools and it’s benefits on children’s education and development. The purpose of a forest school is that children are free to explore woodland areas which are in and around their kindergarten. According to the publication the children of Denmark are often extremely confident and competent within their surroundings with teachers and practitioners observing from the side lines. From climbing trees to creating their own games using natural materials the children are continuously learning, developing and applying new skills and knowledge.
                          British Early Years’ settings are also attempting to follow in the footsteps of Scandinavian countries by implementing forest schools and outdoor learning to children. Warrol and Houghton (2018) investigated the use of the outdoors and play in forest schools settings. They discovered that children find enjoyment in using the outdoors in all seasons and weather. They had discovered that the children of today are spending more time indoors and not enough playing and exploring the outside world. Knight (2009) explores the impact forest schools have had on schools and settings in Wales. It was found that children’s self- esteem and self- confidence were benefitted with children also developing their language and communication skills by socialising with others in a relaxed setting.
                          The Lego Foundation (2017) discusses the impact play has on children and their education. Their language and motor skills are developed with their imagination also being strengthened by new ideas and opportunities.  Play can give strong motivation to children to connect and engage with others whilst offering new ways of socialising. There is a strong link between play and a child’s childhood with early education often being at the centre of the connection. Canning (2010) who discusses the Foundation Phase outlines its importance when preparing children for their future. Play is seen as a fundamental aspect of education and Canning believes it should be at the forefront of a child’s learning and the Early Years practice. However it is thought that some educators do not allow children enough time to play and be active in child led activities. Sahlberg and Doyle (2019) considers the impact of play and how teachers and practitioners must implement more play in order to support children to thrive in their education. The publication states that there is substantial evidence that a play based Curriculum can improve physical activity, emotional wellbeing and even academic achievement.
                          Sahlberg (2014) asks the question of what can the world learn from education in Finland and how their schools and settings implement a play based Curriculum. In Finland, play isn’t only seen as beneficial for the children but also to the educators. It can improve teaching standards and national education systems with teachers being able to cater children’s needs and welfare more accurately.
                          As adults, it is our natural instincts to protect children from harm, pain and risk. However it is thought that children should be given opportunities to step out of their comfort zones and to be open to risk taking. The European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (2011) publication discusses the benefits of risks and how it should be implemented in to schools and other educational settings. It is thought that teachers and practitioners must introduce risk in to a child’s learning with risk taking being mainstreamed into teacher training programmes. Playing and being adventurous is a vital part of a child’s Early Years therefore teachers must promote a safe and healthy school environment in order for children to be exposed to new ways of playing and learning. Sandseter (2007) also considers the benefits of risk in play and the advantages it can bring to children’s education and the Curriculum. Norwegian settings encourage an outdoor education with play and risk taking being a priority. From climbing trees and walls to building dens and hiding places, pre- schools in Norway inspire their children to be risk takers.
                          There is no doubt that schools are applying a more play based education to their Foundation Phase. As stated in the Foundation Phase framework (2015), children must have access to play and leisure activities with schools offering the opportunity to experiment, take risks and solve problems both independently and with others. From role play and fantasy play to sensory play, the Foundation Phase encourages children to become self-aware and to develop their fundamental skills in a natural environment. The Welsh government (2018) outlines how play is one of the main ways that children learn and that it is important for schools to design a plan which inspires pupils to grow physically, socially and emotionally. Settings in Denmark which also promote a play based education believe that their children become more resilient. Children discover their self- control and learn how to resolve issues that may occur when playing individually or with other children. Gestwicki (2016) confirms this by outlining the impact of play based education and how children learn the rules of play and how to develop self- discipline when socialising. Overall, play brings many benefits to a child’s education. Canning (2010) explores the values of play and how it is a fundamental aspect of the Foundation Phase and how it should be at the forefront of early education.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Section 2- An evaluation of assessments methods and progress tracking within a play- based curricula 
Wales is currently applying new teaching strategies to their schools and settings to meet the criteria of the new Curriculum. The welsh Government (2020) outlines how the new Curriculum must be fully developed and put in to action by all schools by the year 2022 with the theme of the Foundation Phase implemented throughout. 
                          Currently, the Standards and Testing Agency (STA) (2018) framework states that there is a more flexible and relaxed approach to assessing primary school education and the assessments must reflect key aspects of the Curriculum in order to reflect day to day classroom practice. However the Curriculum for Wales Guidance (2020) states that the new Curriculum has high expectations of child assessments in order to support their learning progression. The Guidance states that the new assessment approach will show pupils and practitioners their strengths and where they may need further support. The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2017) also reveals the importance of assessing children which is to highlight children’s progress and development. The profile’s baseline must be followed in order to show the scoring of the Foundation Phase outcomes and to progress the data.
                          However it is thought that children and teachers are being put under too much pressure to reach certain targets. TES (2019) discusses the effects assessments and targets may have on teachers and highlights the pressures they feel when they do not reach Curriculum expectations. The report states that practitioners believed that there it too much focus on assessments and results which consequently effects their relationship with their pupils. Even Early Years children are being assessed to track their progress with practitioners recording a range of significant information including their learning and development. The End of the Foundation Phase assessment (2011) states that the aim of the Foundation Phase assessments is to assist teachers in preparing and supporting the children’s transition from early education to Key Stage 2 education. Teachers must undertake continuous assessments of each child’s progress to gain appropriate evidence for their judgement. 
                          Education Scotland (2016) suggests that a child’s progress is not only based on tests but also on the day to day learning within the classroom. Evidence is needed that children’s progression and achievements come from daily education, from what they do, say or write. Evidence can be captured by children taking part in role play or a discussion with other children. Proof of the assessment or observation can even come from photographs, videos or audio clips not only from logs and records. Edelman (2014) highlights the effectiveness of modern day classroom observations by using videos, audio recordings and photographs to evidence child assessments. With children in their Early Years moving at a fast pace, this method is beneficial for the Foundation Phase as practitioners are able to capture elements they may have missed in a more traditional assessment method. Observing children by video enables the practitioner so capture a child’s natural behaviour and put less pressure the outcome of the assessment. However, Estyn (2018) states that traditional assessments methods are highly effective for learning and is considered fundamental for raising educational standards. There is a clear drive for observations and assessments by Estyn with it being thought that children are influenced by their improvements and outcomes. It is even suggested that children can learn double the rate when teachers use formative assessments. Popham (1999) discusses why Standardised tests are ineffective and other methods should be used to assess and track a child’s progress. It is highlighted that teachers are put under pressure to teach what is needed for the tests. In result, creativity, imagination and enjoyment is forgotten about. Armstrong (2013) also agrees with why schools should move on from using standardised tests to assess children’s progress. Through- out the publication, standardised tests are seen to be effecting children’s creativity, curiosity and their passion for learning due to the pressures of reaching Curriculum targets. 
                          Guddemi and Case (2004) discuss standardised testing and state that the tests are designed to capture the child’s answer without the teachers support and are created to fit a set of assessment standards. They are managed and scored in a standard method and are used to monitor the performance and development of children. Standardised tests often focus on individual differences and are compared with other children’s results. The assessing report recommends that standardised assessments should not be made during early year’s education. Although these tests are able to measure children’s outcomes, Shepard et al (1998) cited in Kornhaber (2006) believes that the assessments are not as accurate, valid and reliable for young children.
                          The Foundation Phase child development assessment profile (2011) outlines how schools should assess their pupils to meet the six developmental areas of the Foundation Phase. Practitioners observe each child either in a group, pair or individually during an activity or task. It is suggested that observations and assessments should be unprompted and in a child’s natural environment in order to gain the best judgement and outcome.  Teachers are to observe the children’s characteristics and behaviours that occur naturally, however it is suggested that children may need to be encouraged in certain situations in order for practitioners to make an informed judgement. However an earlier publication of the Foundation Phase child development assessment profile guidance (2009) states that observation and assessments are an essential part of practitioners’ planning process with the outcomes of the observations determine future planning and support for the children in their care. By outlining a child’s current achievements and development it allows teachers to understand the needs of the child and highlight their strengths and interests but also where they may need support and guidance. The guidance suggests that observing children can determine if they are on the special educational needs scale, therefore assessments are beneficial for many children as this allows them to gain specific support to improve in their Early Years.
                          The Summary of Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code of Practice for Wales (2004) states that in order for children with special educational needs there must be a regular review made which includes an assessment to track their progress and development. The publication states that the Local Education Authority work closely with schools and settings to ensure observations and assessments identify children’s needs early and that specific monitoring provisions are put in place to review the child’s needs and development annually. 
                          Although it is becoming clear that observations and assessments are needed to track the progress of children practitioners must take in to consideration that every child is different. According to Early Years Matters (2011) teachers are suggested to observe children on what they choose to do, what they enjoy and what they are interested in. Whilst discussing the unique child, the publication suggests that we must see children as individuals who are not all the same and who don’t learn the same way. Assessing children is important in order to measure a child’s development and support their needs appropriately to organise the next step of their learning and growth. The Early Years Foundation Stage Principles (2011) also discusses how every child is different and that every child matters. When assessing in the Early Years, practitioners must begin by considering the environment. Furthermore, Education in Wales: Our Mission (2018) discusses the new Curriculums approach to extend and promote children’s learning whilst offering them further opportunities to be inclusive, creative and capable both indoors and out. Children should learn through natural experiences and it is thought that this is where they develop most. During observations and assessments, children should be at the forefront of the decision making by working together to encourage active learning with this allowing children to feel mental and physical involvement.                                                                              
                          According to Croneri (2019), assessing children in the Foundation Phase include on- going assessment and summative assessment. During the on- going assessment, teachers and practitioners are able to observe children on a daily basis on the decisions they make and what they have learnt. This allows teachers to monitor individual children in child led activities or in a natural environment. Summative assessments take place to identify a child’s strengths and learning needs. This assessment allows teachers and parents to consider previous and on- going assessments towards the end of the Foundation Phase to prepare the child for the next stage of their education. Summative assessments support children by identifying what areas need developing when moving to key stage 1. Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales: revised Areas of Learning and programmes of study (2015) outlines how the summative assessment approach gives children the support needed to develop attributes, attitudes and skills needed to build a sustainable foundation for their future learning. Siraj (2014) discusses the stocktake and the methods which are used to gather information and evidence from assessments. The report states that assessments can highlight the implementation of the Foundation Phase in Wales and how individual children’s learning are being supported. It is discussed how assessing Early Years children should only include observational assessments and standardised tests should begin at the age of five to provide a baseline for pupils.
                          Te Whariki, New Zealand’s Early Childhood Curriculum is thought to have strong early learning standards with their children benefitting from rich experiences in their settings. Te Whariki Early childhood Curriculum (2017) states that children in early childhood experience a framework that is shaped to meet their needs and their teachers and practitioners use a well- defined approach to encourage children to learn in their own way at their own pace. The Ministry of Education (2017) states that assessments encourage valued learning. Observations and assessments allow teachers to discover what children are capable of, what their interests are and how they are progressing in their learning. Monitoring children’s progress can also identify which children may need additional support and how to assist their requirements.  Te Whariki often document their observations in order to record their evidence of their children’s progress and learning outcomes. By doing so, it allows schools to plan their Curriculum and inform children and parents about their learning development. It is though that assessing children gives schools in New Zealand to learn a more effective way of enhancing their Curriculum implantation to fit the needs of their pupils.  
                          Whilst comparing Te Whariki and England’s Foundation Stage, Soler and Miller (2003) outlines the benefits of a contemporary approach to education. It is thought that British schools should consider a more relaxed teaching method and not focus on assessments and outcomes. The new Curriculum should draw attention to the child’s real interests, needs and learning patterns in order to benefit children’s learning experiences. Thomas and Lewis (2016) also agree with implementing Te Whariki approach to the Foundation Phase. Teachers and practitioners must view children as the heart of learning and teaching and reaching targets and providing evidence must come after the child’s learning needs.
                          The Welsh Government (2020) outlines the vision for the new Curriculum and how it has four purposes with all aims to correspond to support children in their learning and needs. An important aim is for children to become healthy and confident individuals who have the skills and knowledge to overcome challenges and manage everyday life independently. There must be less pressure on children and teachers to assess and reach educational targets. Donaldson (2015) reveals that although assessments are beneficial for children and allow teachers to highlight children who may need further support however, children’s enjoyment should not be effected by the demands of observations and assessments.


Section 3- Play Based Education and Curriculum Changes.
A play based education is at the forefront of the new Curriculum which encourages settings to implement a Foundation Phase theme throughout primary schools. Children from the age of three to eleven are being inspired to learn through play and an experimental education. Estyn (2018) emphasises on the benefits of providing a Foundation Phase theme throughout in order for children to learn through structured play. This allows children to explore new experiences independently or with others to gain an understanding of real life situations and develop basic, yet valuable skills. 
                          There is a diverse opinion on the emphasis on child choices where many educators have found that children are now lacking in basic life skills due to the lack of structured lessons. Practitioners have found that certain children are more than happy to play with the same game or toy every day, which leads them to question, are those children engaging in different situations and challenges? If children repeat the same activity over again, are they being stimulated or are the benefits being diminished? Drew (2020 discusses the benefits and disadvantages of play in the classroom and outlines how certain children need structure and essentially a more appropriate, organised approach to teaching. However, others believe that if a child is engaging and enjoying what they are doing then who are we to tell them to play with something else? Grey (2013) outlines how important it is for children to find their confidence and independence whilst in early education. Educators and even parents must put their trust in their children to steer their own learning and growth by essentially allowing them to make their own decisions and choices.
                          Unicef (2018) discusses that the most important period of a child’s development is from birth to eight years old. During this time, cognitive skills, social competence, emotional well- being and physical and mental health are all being developed. Their publication focusses on how learning through play is important for a child’s whole childhood not just for their Early Years. For this reason, play environments encourage exploration and hands on learning which is at the core of effective teaching. 
                          Many parents and even practitioners consider play as a hinder for learning and that schools must do more ‘formal teaching’. With even The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (2018) agreeing that schools must offer less play and more formal lessons. Some parents on ‘netmums’ (2014) show their frustration of a play based Curriculum as they believe their children are not being mentally challenged enough and that they are losing their learning potential as they do not get enough opportunities to show their capability to the classroom teacher. However, many parents on the forum believe that play should involve some degree of agency, allowing children to take ownership in their experiences and play an active role in their playful activities. 
                          Allowing children to participate in unstructured play and activities gives them the opportunity to build on their communication skills. Vygotsky’s development theory (1978) cited in instructional design (2020) encouraged educators to allow children to develop their language and communication by encouraging playful and unorganised activities. Children who openly play with others encourages conversations. Communicating and talking to others in playful activities allows children to see things from others perspective and gives them a sense of understanding that they may not have discovered when participating in an adult led task. 
                          How we Montessori (2017) publication outlines the benefits of running a play encouraged setting. Montessori settings are advocates for building children’s resilience by allowing them to discover and gain understandings without the support of an educator. Whilst feeling uncertainty, confusion and frustration, children also begin to feel independence, pleasure and enjoyment when playing in unstructured environments. During this time confidence is built when children show their ability to find solutions to problems and work with others to learn. Observing and giving children the space to learn and experiment allows them to discover their independence. Whilst discussing the benefits of Montessori settings, Isaacs (2019) outlines how independence is the first step to a happy future. In order to support a child’s development, growth and independence we must allow them the time to discover things for themselves and to trust that they are capable to do things for themselves.
                          The ‘Learning through Play in the Early Years’ (2009) publication outlines the importance of having well- resourced play activities are key to a child’s educational progression. Allowing children to participate in nourishing playful roles, tasks and activities will encourage them to develop in fields that educators may not be able to teach. Some practitioners must stop and think, by allowing children to be independent in the classroom it gives teaching staff the opportunity to observe, assess and give professional judgement in order to achieve beneficial insights into how each child learns best. Therefore, by allowing children to play freely and to be independent it may in fact promote progression and meet the developmental needs of children. 
                          The Curriculum for Wales Guidance (2020) outlines one important step of the pedagogy principles for the progression of the pupil’s development is that children must learn through extended periods of play whether it be indoors or outdoors. The guidance puts an emphasis on the children initiating play activities by choosing and directing their own learning tasks. Of course, children are more than welcome to ask practitioners for support and assistance during these times but there is definite encouragement within the classroom for children to lead the way when it comes to their education.
Not only do educators, parents and the government support playful learning and child led activities but a child’s right to play is essentially recognised in Article 31 of the United Nations convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (2015). It outlines that play is vitally important to a child’s life and it contributes to their learning and development.
                          The Foundation Phase in Wales is currently implementing play based learning to their Curriculum. Wainwright et al., (2016) discusses the Welsh Government and how they have chosen to replace formal, traditional teaching with a more holistic and play- based Curriculum. The Government’s study considered how implementing the Foundation Phase throughout primary school settings were benefiting children and found that pupils were becoming independent, motivated and active learners who were progressing in many aspects of their education. Therefore it makes you think, why are individuals focussed on an old fashioned, structured education when it is proven that many children benefit from a less formal way of learning. Future generation’s act Wales (2019) aims for schools to focus less on tests, examinations and assessments and to concentrate more on a child’s development, learning and skills. The new Curriculum hopes for a continuum of learning, rather than a child’s education being separated into key stages. Jones (2019) expects schools to base their education on the strengths of the Foundation Phase with a focus on learning through play.
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