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Section 1.
This critical analysis focuses on how play is implemented in early years curricula. There will be an evaluation of the current education system and the barriers that practitioners face. There will also be a focus on the New Curriculum for Wales and the proposed improvements that this will bring for both practitioners and children. Taylor et al. (2015) carried out the evaluation of the Foundation Phase. They found that schools that applied the Foundation Phase pedagogies to a larger degree resulted in pupils receiving higher levels of attainment, improvements in attendance and more positive well-being for children. However, the Foundation Phase has not been executed in all settings to a satisfactory level. Siraj (2014) discusses the independent stock take of the Foundation Phase in Wales. A specific aspect that this focuses on is continued professional development (CPD) amongst staff and practitioners. London school of business and finance (2019) describe CPD as improving personal performance and keeping up to date with changes and new information. Siraj (2014) states that there is a lack of CPD within the Foundation Phase and that practitioners and teachers should be provided with continuous training to improve their knowledge and skills. Taylor et al. (2015) supports that teachers and practitioners lacked an understanding of play and therefore could not successfully deliver a play-based learning routine. Should practitioners have received regular training, they could have used this to further their knowledge and improve their teaching. 
The Foundation Phase profile (Welsh Government, 2017) states that practitioners are expected to observe children and gather evidence to discover what stage of development they are at. However, BBC News (2014) discuss findings that there are considerable variations in how the Foundation Phase is applied in classrooms. It is stated that without consistency, children and staff alike will lose out on the benefits that the Foundation Phase can provide. Taylor et al. (2015) found that teachers faced difficulties delivering the Foundation Phase as they had a lack of support in the classroom. Due to a lack of funding and the current guidelines for classroom ratios, there are less practitioners available to support the teachers in what can be very large classes. BBC News (2014) informs that there were concerns that the idea of the Foundation Phase and learning through play prevents children from being prepared for exams later in their lives. This could affect how practitioners deliver the curriculum as they already have a negative viewpoint. The New Curriculum for Wales aims to change how assessments are carried out. Therefore, there should be a more positive attitude towards learning through play from practitioners and parents (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Article 31 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, no date) states that all children have a right to play. However, King and Howard (2010) discuss research that find’s children’s play is very often controlled by adults. Furthermore, adult’s differing perceptions of the importance of play can be a result of lack of knowledge and CPD. McInnes et al. (2011) state that play is essential to aid in children’s learning and development. Research shows that practitioners lack of knowledge and difference in beliefs of the importance of play creates a barrier for how often play is used in settings (Bennett et al. 2007; Moyles et al. 2001, cited in McInnes et al. 2011). McInnes et al. (2013) suggests that children are less likely to define an activity as play if there is an adult present. This supports the implication that practitioners have a lack of knowledge of the importance of play. Therefore, children can perceive an adult’s presence as ‘not play’. Howard and McInnes (2012) state that a child’s emotional well-being is improved when they recognise an activity as play. Zapata (2020) supports this as they state that play is not just about fun and games, it is about improving children’s cognitive, social, emotional and physical development. The genius of play (no date) informs that adults who play with children also have an improved positive attitude, increased creativity and can burn up to 20% more calories per week. This has a positive effect on the adult both emotionally and physically, as well as the child. 
Vygotsky (1967, cited in Lai, 2018) considers the impact that changes in children’s development have on their interest in play.  Consequently, the lack of CPD in settings can have a detrimental effect on children as practitioners are faced with a lack of understanding and knowledge. OECD i-library (2021) discuss the reform that is taking place with the New Curriculum for Wales. There is a focus on building the curriculum around improving practitioner’s professionalism and skills. It also aims to adapt the curriculum to children’s individual needs. The improvements are based on research that suggests the Foundation Phase has not been focused on play as it was intended and as a result, many children have missed out on the opportunity for play based learning (OECD i-library, 2021). Waters (2016) supports that the Foundation Phase has not done the job it intended to and as a result, the New Curriculum for Wales will essentially learn from its mistakes to make improvements going forward. 
Despite this, there are barriers that the New Curriculum for Wales faces. Wightwick (2020) advises that there is a significant lack of funding to adequately support the education system. In October 2019, 8 schools were in deficit. Wightwick (2020) also discusses the importance of keeping teachers and practitioners happy whilst changes are taking place. They require ample training to learn about the New Curriculum, but very often are lacking in time to do this. Gwenllian (2019) agrees that there are challenges to be faced for the New Curriculum for Wales. They state that there will be too much pressure on individual teachers and the curriculum will be too generalised.  
Early years curricula in Wales is significantly different to curricula from other countries. World Economic Forum (2018) discusses schools in Finland and how they have revolutionised the education system. Their Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) score is always much higher than schools in the United Kingdom. Finland’s education system focuses on learning being fun for children. There are no standardised tests which there is less cause for pressure and anxiety on children. A master’s degree is required to become a teacher in Finland, and they work with the headmaster of the school to ensure that they are constantly working to the best of their abilities to ensure the best learning experience for children (World Economic Forum, 2018). In comparison, to become a teacher in Wales you only need a degree in teacher training or a Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE). The curriculum in Finland is largely focused on outdoor play. McCarthy (2020) discusses the benefits of outdoor play for children. There is a wide range of advantages such as children learning to assess risk, getting physical exercise and learning about the environment and nature. There is also an opportunity for them to improve their social skills which will continue to have a positive effect on them later in life. 
Welsh Council for outdoor learning (2018) advises that the New Curriculum for Wales will have a larger focus on outdoor learning and supports that there are many benefits to this. The Foundation Phase was intended to have a large focus on outdoor learning. However, the implementation of this has not been consistent and this is often due to practitioner’s lack of knowledge of how to safely allow children to play outdoors in all weathers (Welsh Government, 2009; Early years careers, 2016). Early years careers (2016) inform that if a setting has the correct resources, there is no reason not to take children out in the rain or in colder weather. The aim of the New Curriculum for Wales will be to ensure that teachers and practitioners have sufficient knowledge of how to keep children safe whilst outdoors and to encourage them to realise the importance of being outdoors and what they can learn from this (Welsh Council for outdoor learning, 2018). Beck (2021) acknowledges the impact that outdoor play can have on proprioception which is a skill children will also benefit from. Not only do children have the ability to develop their gross motor skills, but they are able to strengthen their bodily awareness. This allows for a holistic learning experience in the outdoors. 
Welsh Government (no date a) state that the basis of the New Curriculum for Wales has been created by using the best ideas from education systems around the world. This links to the previous mention of the Finnish curriculum which has proven to be successful over previous years. It is also recognised that much has changed since the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988 and the curriculum must keep up to date with these changes to adequately support children in their learning (Welsh Government, no date a).
 Conn and Hutt (2017) investigate the New Curriculum for Wales and how children with additional learning needs (ALN) will be supported. Children with ALN were recognised in the Foundation Phase, however, the assessments that teachers were expected to carry out did not differ from other children (Welsh Government, 2018). There are a wide range of ALN that need to be considered in settings. CPD is valuable for practitioners as they will be able to fully support children with ALN and the New Curriculum for Wales has a strong focus on this. Welsh Government (2018a) states that there will be guidelines to help children with ALN transition into the new curriculum as they recognise that they will need extra support. They will ensure that schools have enough knowledge to sufficiently support those children and they acknowledge that the current attainment guidelines are outdated. Additionally, the new progressions steps that the New Curriculum for Wales will use offer a more inclusive approach for the individual child and will focus on where they are in their personal stage of development rather than where they are expected to be for their age (Welsh Government, 2021b). There are also the Routes for Learning materials (Welsh Government, 2021c) which aims to support children with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD). This offers a separate view off assessing children with PMLD and recognizing that it is neither fair nor accurate to assess them equally to other children. 
To conclude, the Foundation Phase curriculum as a play-based learning method has not been implemented to its full potential. There has been much research to advise why this is. As a result, the New Curriculum for Wales aims to build from the mistakes made and the lessons learned from the Foundation Phase to create a more diverse and inclusive form of education that caters to each child as an individual. However, there are barriers that the education system will face while transitioning into the New Curriculum for Wales. The focus should be the well-being of each child and the promotion of CPD for practitioners. This will ensure that the New Curriculum is implemented to the best of its ability and children and staff will gain sufficient benefits from this. 















Section 2.
The aim of this critical analysis is to evaluate how children are assessed in different curricula. There will be a focus on whether assessment methods and progress tracking are tailored to the child as an individual and the importance of this. An evaluation of the current Foundation Phase in Wales will be compared with the curriculum in New-Zealand and in China. This will provide the opportunity for a discussion about how children are assessed, or progress tracked and what effects these methods have on children. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) carried out the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) report which found that the most effective practice transpired through practitioner’s interacting with children and taking part in sustained shared thinking. Furthermore, settings that used formative assessment methods allowed staff to meet a child’s individual needs. 
McLachlan, Fleer and Edwards (2018) state that while assessing children traditionally focuses on the individual, in most early year’s settings children are assessed while working in groups. This creates a difficult task for the practitioner to assess the child as an individual. Kanjee and Mthembu (2015) discuss a study that found that Foundation Phase teachers have a low understanding of assessment and the curriculum. They specify that teachers need to continually develop their skills to be able to successfully assess children. Makeleni and Sethusha (2014) agree that for teachers to successfully implement the curriculum and assess children accurately, they need continuous support. 
BBC news (2011) reported that head teachers felt that the assessment methods used in the Foundation Phase were inconsistent and not a clear representation of children’s abilities. National Day Nurseries Association (2019) describes the Foundation Phase profile as a combination of formative and summative assessment methods to determine a child’s abilities and level of development. Welsh Government (2019a) states that the current assessment methods allow practitioners to deliver a holistic curriculum appropriate for all children. However, Taylor et al. (2015) discusses why the Foundation Phase assessments are not an accurate representation of a child’s abilities. Early years matters (2011) considers the importance of inclusivity and diversity within the curriculum. Children with additional learning needs (ALN), lower socio-economic backgrounds and different cultures may require further support when it comes to assessment. Article 2 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (no date) states that children should never be faced with discrimination. However, due to the lack of differentiation in the Foundation Phase outcomes, children who are considered to be of a lower level of attainment face considerable challenges when it comes to assessment (Parekh, 2017; Welsh Government, 2015). 
Early childhood education (2021) depicts Te Whariki as a non-formal approach to teaching.  The New-Zealand Ministry of Education ensured that the curriculum ensured children would develop a sense of belonging, well-being and learning and exploring through play. Therefore, children are being offered a curriculum which focuses more on their holistic development (Early childhood education, 2021). Te Whariki does not focus on developmental milestones for children when it comes to assessment. There is an emphasis on motivating children and supporting them to reach their full potential rather than giving them specific outcomes they are expected to reach by a certain age (Veazey, (2021). 
Ministry of Education (2007) discusses one of the strands of the Te Whariki curriculum which focuses on the well-being of the child. This provides children with the opportunity to learn about the importance of emotional and physical well-being. The curriculum aims to ‘Facilitate children’s learning and development through thoughtful and intentional pedagogy’ (Office of Early Childhood Education, no date). There is a recognition of diversity and identity for children, therefore, the curriculum is tailored to children as individuals. Davis (2021) explains that Te Whariki provides an emergent curriculum which is beneficial for children as it is based on the child’s interests and becomes more meaningful to them. One form of assessment that is commonly used within the Te Whariki curriculum is learning stories. Te Whariki online (no date) state that a narrative form of assessment allows practitioners to document children’s progression. Furthermore, practitioners can then revisit the documents when needed and provide detailed accounts of children’s development to parents and carers. Nixon (2017) states that in using learning stories, the child is always the hero of the story. Often, the stories are written directly to the child which offers a more personal approach. Parents and carers benefit from learning stories as there is detailed documentation of what the child has done, pictures for them to see and steps for progression (Nixon, 2017). This differs from the Foundation Phase as there are specific outcomes for children to reach which are often based on academic skill rather than the holistic development of the child (Taylor et al. (2015). 
However, there are difficulties that practitioners may face should learning stories be implemented within the New Curriculum for Wales as a possible assessment method. Learning stories take time to complete. Often, there is not enough time to complete these on the day, therefore, by the time practitioners are able to complete the learning stories the information may no longer be accurate as they are relying on remembering each detail (Early years careers, 2016). There is also the possibility that practitioners will observe a child differently and comprehend the information in a different way. This could affect how accurate the learning stories are (Early years careers, 2016). Kindyhub (2021) also inform that if more than one practitioner is observing a child for learning stories, it can become difficult to manage all the information as time goes on. Therefore, although learning stories are a detailed document that is beneficial for monitoring a child’s level of development and steps for progression, there are barriers that can prevent them being a regular form of assessment in larger settings. However, the adult to child ratios in Te Whariki and the Foundation Phase are identical. It could be argued that there are ways to make time to complete learning stories in the Foundation Phase as practitioners who teach following the Te Whariki curriculum are able to do this (Education (Early Childhood Services) Legislation, 2008; Care Inspectorate, 2018).
According to Facts Maps (2018) China is at the top of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) rankings. Butrymowicz (2011) informs that a reason for this could be the length of the school day in China. As children age, the school day gets longer. It is stated that it is not uncommon for the children to suffer from a lack of sleep due to long school days, short breaks and lots of work to do at home. Aricove (2021) states that a lack of sleep can be detrimental to children’s brain function. This directly affects their ability to maintain attention, regulate their emotions and has been linked to weight-related issues. NSPCC learning (2021) informs that a child’s well-being can be impacted by stress. 
Xin (2017) discusses the National Assessment of Education Quality in China. There are 6 subjects that children learn with 3 aspects which includes knowledge and skills mastery. In comparison to the Foundation Phase and Te Whariki, there is no mention of the child learning about the importance of their own well-being or learning through play. Brown and Gao (2015) state that assessments in China are governed by examinations that require high marks. They describe teachings as “rigorously controlled” and the emphasis on getting the highest scores possible, comes before the emotional and physical well-being of the child. However, there is a mention that teachers in China believe that current practices do not reflect the best form of teaching. BBC News (2015) discuss a study where year 9 students in a school in the United Kingdom were taught by Chinese teachers for a month. It is stated that in China, classes are very large, and children are not permitted to ask questions. There is also a lack of variety in the curriculum. 
In comparison to Te Whariki, the Chinese curriculum is much stricter with a strong focus on children’s attainment rather than their well-being. The New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015) has modified its curriculum and assessment methods to ensure that children are receiving a more holistic learning experience. Not only to ensure the well-being of the children, but to inform them of the importance of emotional and physical well-being along side academic attainment. According to The Economist (2018) class sizes in China range from 45 to 65 children per class. This prevents teachers from providing children with any one-to-one support. It is stated that often children are required to learn by themselves (Global Scholarships, 2019). There is no room for individuality or uniqueness for children within the Chinese curriculum. 
In conclusion, there are many differences between the curricula discussed in this analysis. The curriculum in China is much stricter and mainly focuses on academic attainment from a young age. However, as a result children’s physical and emotional well-being can suffer which can have detrimental effects on them later in life. Alternatively, Te Whariki is much more relaxed and very focused on children learning through play. The curriculum does not require extensive assessment and instead focuses on the individual child and where they are in their personal stage of development.  The Foundation Phase aimed to allow children to learn through play, but along side observational assessment methods to determine where a child is in their development. However, the Foundation Phase outcomes were based on age rather than stage which could be argued to be unfair and inaccurate. The progression steps within the New Curriculum for Wales will offer a broader and more realistic guideline to assess children. It will be more individualised for them and will focus on supporting the child on a personal level rather than following a stricter guide. 























Section 3.
Why current assessment methods are not a true reflection of a child’s abilities. 
I have often felt that children in the Foundation Phase are unfairly and inaccurately assessed. I will be focusing on research and evidence that suggests that the way children are currently assessed can have a detrimental effect on their well-being. Since it was implemented in 2008, the Foundation Phase states that children are expected to reach a specific outcome and level of development by the age of 7 (Welsh Government, 2018). There is evidence to suggest that this is not an accurate way to assess a child’s abilities. McCauley (2004) discusses several factors that can affect the outcome of assessing a young child. These range from socio-economic background to cultural differences. This is supported by Robinson (2010) who states that the current education system is flawed as it assesses all children as though they were the same. Goodman and Gregg (2010) discuss research which concludes that children from a poorer background have educational deficits even before they reach school age. Already these children are at a disadvantage when it comes to being assessed in school. Furthermore, Parekh (2017) discusses a study which discovered that many educators have a stereotypical view of students who are economically disadvantaged. They believe that they are of lower capacity than children of higher socio-economic status and are often given a curriculum that is less demanding. As a result, these children are not being given the opportunity to challenge themselves and improve their knowledge and are often ignored so practitioners can focus on what they consider to be more capable children (Parekh, 2017). 
 If a child does not meet the expected standards by a certain age, they are assumed to be non-academic (Robinson, 2010). The pressure put on young children to reach a certain standard in school is having a detrimental affect on their mental health. Reclaiming schools (2019) supports this as they discuss a survey of year 6 children in 2017 which found 41% of children were worried about not doing well in school. They state that teachers noticed an increase in mental health issues amongst children. This included children having panic attacks, nightmares and becoming more emotional. Mental Health Foundation (2021) supports that there has been an increase in mental health issues in children in recent years. Mental Health Foundation (2021) informs that poor mental health can have long term effects on a child’s physical and emotional well-being. This is to include difficulties in school and becoming more vulnerable to bullying. 
Public Health England (2014) state that positive well-being in children aids their ability to reach their full potential. They found that children who enjoyed school have higher academic attainment by the time they turn 16. This supports the suggestion that children should not be expected to undertake these assessments as their social and emotional well-being will affect their everyday school life. Perry (no date) states that teacher assessments are unreliable because they are subjective. Tierney (2013) supports this as they suggest that teacher’s idea’s of fair assessment will vary.  Additionally, the University of Sheffield (2021) discuss the importance of making assessments inclusive. This links to the previous statement that children from different socio-economic areas, cultures and backgrounds should be supported rather than judged on their individual abilities. 
Kurt (2020) discusses Vygotsky’s theory that with support from practitioners, children can reach their full potential of learning based on their individual needs. Similarly, Vygotsky (no date, cited in Kurt, 2020) stated that children should be assessed based on their personal level of ability. Lofgren and Lofgren (no date, cited in Parekh, 2017) discuss some of the barriers that children face when preparing for and undertaking assessments. Many students articulated their concerns which ranged from lack of time to perform to the best of their abilities to severe anxiety due to the pressure put on them. This led to them questioning whether assessments do accurately portray a child’s ability considering the many aspects that could affect their performance. 
HM Government (no date) deliberates that children can also be at a disadvantage based on their age. Many children who are born at the beginning of the academic year begin pre-school education as they turn 3. Children who are born later in the academic year may start after Easter. Those children are not only at a disadvantage due to their age and stage of development, but also, they are missing out on months of pre-school education. When children are assessed, those who are younger statistically will be of a lower ability than the older children. This is supported by National Foundation for Educational Research (no date) who inform that younger children receive lower standardised test scores than older children. However, these children are in the same school year. The New Curriculum for Wales aims to personalize assessments based on what stage a child is at (Welsh Government, 2021). The focus will be on each child’s stage of development, their current abilities and the next steps for them. Furthermore, the progression steps proposed offer a wider range of ages. Therefore, children will not be expected to reach a specific stage of development at a certain age and allows them to progress at their own pace (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Tierney (2013) discusses how fairness in classroom assessments have been considered over previous decades. They consider the long-term effects assessments have on children. Not only correlating to their emotional and social well-being, but also the effect it has on their teenage and adult life. Lower marks lead to less chances for children to progress into higher education. This could again affect their mental health and prevent them from entering the career they hope for. Neaum (2016) discusses the Reggio Emilia approach where children are constantly observed and assessed in every-day activities. They believe that this method provides a more accurate portrayal of a child’s stage of development and there is no pressure on the children to perform at a specific level. 
To conclude, there is a large amount of evidence to suggest the current assessment system is not only an unfair way to assess children, but that it can have a detrimental effect on their emotional and social well-being. This can affect them into their teenage years and adulthood. There is hope that the new curriculum for Wales will provide children with a fairer and less demanding way of assessment that caters for each child individually. 
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