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Early Years Curricula Portfolio 

Part 1

Children gain their most essential knowledge and skills during their play, making play a significant factor during their learning. Play can provide children with opportunities and environments in which promote exploration and hands-on learning experiences. Where active and playful hands-on experiences encourage an enriched, fostered learning. 
These rich play experiences are enhanced when practitioners offer children the time and space to engage with their environments freely (UNICEF, 2018)

 Practitioners must enable playful experiences and learning through considerate planning and interactions Play based activities can include those of a social or solitary context and involve children making use of cognitive and physical elements (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021)
The Reggio Emilia approach understands the importance of learning through play and specifically child-led play, where research claims this approach can provide children with long term benefits including achieving better academic outcomes (Reggio Emilia Approach, 2019).

Promoting a play-based curriculum is a demanding directive in which has emerged from changes to the policies within early years. The demand is for practitioners to not only implement the initiative within early years practice, but to also continue to review and evaluate (Reed and Canning, 2012). 
The Welsh Government understand the importance of play within the learning curricula, and further adopted the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child in 2004, where committing to ensuring that the principles of the UNCRC are in put to practice. 
The Welsh Government created a Play Policy in 2002 and Play Policy Implementation Plan 2006, to ensure that children are able to thrive from play and what must be implemented into practice (Welsh Government, 2014a). However, research suggests how the Welsh Government’s Play Policy, led to education providers having miss-understandings of its policy, regarding play within the early years (Waters, 2016).

Although the Welsh Government understood the importance of play and learning through play, the previous learning curriculum of the Foundation Phase, did not prove to be as effective in providing learners with such experiences (Welsh Government, 2012b).
There is research to suggest the implementation of the Foundation phase was poor in terms of education providers lacking in understanding the theoretical knowledge that underpin the principles behind the foundation phase. Those providers who did not fully appreciate the importance of children learn in the earlier years achieved poorer outcomes. The lack of understanding on how to provide children with environments in which supports notions of learning through play and experiential learning, led to stressful, free-for-all play environments that clearly did not work efficiently. These situations led to schools lacking in confidence in the foundation phase and returned to more formal processes and environments for learning (Welsh Government, 2014b).

The Welsh Government have now placed a great emphasis of importance on play- based learning within the curriculum reform. The reform of curriculum includes it’s six areas of learning that will encourage learning through play, in particular in the earlier years. The pedagogy of the curriculum emphasises the importance of learning environments, and its provision in consistent opportunities for play and play-based learning within classroom settings and outdoors. The New curriculum has implemented the encouragement of ‘loose parts play’ within early years, making the type of play one in which can encourage children to play independently and learn through their imagination guiding the play (National Day Nurseries Association, 2022) Nicholson’s theory of ‘loose parts’, suggests greater engagement from children with the use of loose parts, where creativity and imagination is heightened, leading to great learning outcomes (Waters-Davies, 2022).
Implementing changes such as, introducing great importance to play to the curricula is something the Welsh Government have undertaken in their most recent Curriculum reform (Chapman, 2020).

The reform has been implemented in order for schools within Wales to radically change their practice (Welsh Government, 2022a).The new implemented curriculum is claimed to be one in which is made by teachers and built for children and the reform is identified to be better suited to its learners across Wales (Chapman, 2020). 
The Welsh Government (2020a) claim how the Curriculum in Wales has now taken a new approach to designing school’s curricula, where it has now provided schools the opportunity to create and design their own curriculum and assessment arrangements 
In comparison with the previous National Curriculum, the requirement of schools following it’s required taught subjects and its content of learning, that is no longer its process within the New Curriculum. The reformed curriculum contains its four purposes, in which will aid schools when creating their entire curriculum (Gatley, 2020).
Although this can provide schools and its staff with a level of uncertainty. Reforming the curriculum can come with some challenges as it is identified by Gatley (2020).
By giving schools the autonomy to make school level decision when following a common framework, it is also comes with a level of uncertainty and responsibility of how to adequately implement the new curriculum. Schools may have great difficulties in deciding on what to teach in order to achieve the four purposes, further questioning how much resources and planning from past curricula is able to be used (Gatley, 2020). 
Although Gatley (2020), identifies challenges that may arise with implementing a new curriculum in Wales, The Welsh Government have claimed to understand these challenges and claim to ensure a great support is provided during the implementation. To ensure they support this claim, a implementation plan was created (Welsh Government, 2022b).

The Government emphasise the importance of schools requiring time and space in order to develop and teach through the curriculum. Where teachers must ensure their teaching is planned to provide learners with a wide range of rich, learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2022b). However, this is seen as a great challenge for teachers and schools, within a study. It was identified that many found the lack of time and funding to adequately plan their teaching following the new curriculum, a great concern Due to the Welsh Government implementing a curricula, in which comes with invisible pedagogies, it may bring great expense when teachers adapt an integrated-curricula into practice (Power, Newton and Taylor, 2020).  Bernstein understands how following visible pedagogies come with a more explicit criteria, meaning less expense (Young, 1972) The expense that comes with the implementation of the curriculum is highlighted within the study, where teachers raise their concern of the matter. 

The Welsh Government emphasise within the curriculum reform the importance of providing learners with rich learning experiences and environments, although the concern that comes with this, is the expense of resources in order to offer learners with such experiences. Where there is great emphasis on schools to ensure their curriculum is to support a child-centred pedagogy, in which offer rich learning environments where children have extensive opportunities to play and play-based learning, this can be costly in order to achieve these outcomes (Protheroe, 2022). 
The Power, Newton and Taylor (2020) study, identifies how schools who are more disadvantaged will find funding and implementing the curriculum harder than those advantaged, due to having to fund the resources in order for learners to benefit from the curricula. 

The study also recognised how implementing the curriculum reform, would come with schools and teachers needing the time to participate in professional development. Teachers understand the need for change in ways of teaching when implementing the curriculum in practice. Although, the study recognised teacher’s views were, that in order to change their mindset and way of teaching the curricula, they feel that substantial training must be provided in order to for the curriculum to be successfully implemented. And again, a concern noted regarding professional training and development, was the lack of funding in order to do so (Power, Newton and Taylor, 2020). 
There is already research to suggest a strain on the education funding in Wales. NAHT Cymru (2021) suggests, a long-term funding crisis in Education in Wales and the education of children within the country is suffering due to this. In order for the education to succeed, funding must be a priority. Education must be prioritised with adequate investment and sustained support in order for schools to adopt the new curriculum in Wales (NAHT Cymru, 2021). 

The New Curriculum for Wales has put a great emphasis on schools to ensure their curriculum is in place to support a child-centred pedagogy in which offer rich learning environments where children have extensive opportunities to play and play-based learning.
The Government has also provided support for designing the school curriculum and provide suggestions on its implementation. The school curriculum should be co-constructed, which encourages learners, parents and local communities to participate and contribute to the development (Protheroe, 2022). 


Part 2


The previous, Foundation Phase Curriculum in Wales, understood the uniqueness of children and how each child will develop their skills at different times. The curriculum would allow children to develop their own uniqueness at the pace in which was individual to them (Welsh Government, 2015).
However, the new Curriculum for Wales, further exaggerates the importance of understanding children’s uniqueness in developing academically. The new learning framework provides schools the freedom to design their curriculum which attends to the uniqueness of each child in their setting, no school would have the same learning curriculum as would no child and their development in learning. The New Curriculum is now known to be a continuum of learning for children from 3 to 16 years of age, in comparison to previous phases or stages along a child’s education pathway (NDNA, 2021a)
The uniqueness of each individual child and the child-centred practice is in place within the new curriculum. And it is in place to support the holistic development of children and their developmental needs. The curriculum encourages settings to explore each child’s motivations, aspirations and interests in order to further develop a knowledge of the children and their individual needs, where further providing the children the opportunity to voice these within lesson planning (NDNA, 2021b).

Observation is key in order to understand the uniqueness of children within early years, and through observations, practitioners will gain greater understanding of a child’s needs, skills and progress in which they make along their learning continuum (NDNA, 2021b).
The use of observations can aid in supporting progression for each child, along with assessments. Assessments are able to support each child individually, where it will enable each child to progress at a pace which is appropriate to them and their unique development. 
The assessment arrangements developed for the Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings in Wales have been developed to recognise the importance of understanding the uniqueness in each child and that their development is rapid between birth and the age of 5 years (Welsh Government, 2022c).The assessments arrangements, further support the progress of each child at the beginning of their journey on the 3 to 16 learning continuum to ensure they have the best start on the learning journey.

The Welsh Government have implemented a progression code to act as means of assessment for children along the learning continuum. The Code highlights the ways of how a curriculum must make provision for all of its learners. Although the progression code is in place to record and track the progress of its learners along its continuum, the pace of the journey may differ to each individual child (Welsh Government, 2020b).
Within the new curriculum in Wales, the learning continuum is no longer separated into phases and key stages and learning is described through Progression Steps which each one includes a range of achievement outcomes. The progression steps are found within each area of learning and experience of the curriculum. These steps should be designed in order to offer the space for those either developing their skills and knowledge at a fast pace, and for those learners in which make the same progress at a slower pace (Welsh Government, 2018).
The progression steps include 5 parts to its seamless curriculum continuum, and they will take the form of Achievement Outcomes which will relate broadly to the expectations at the ages of each progression step. As each learner moves through the continuum of learning, they will flow through the progression steps and be supported and challenged according to their needs and be assessed in relation to the four purposes within the curriculum (CAMAU, 2018).

Due to the change of practice and change from the more generalised assessments of phases and stages of children within the curriculum, focusing on a more continuum of learning in children. The assessment of children within the new curriculum is created to be purposeful to support the progression of each child’s learning. Assessment should focus on learning intentions and progression in relation to the four purposes within the curriculum which are based on the intentions of which are placed on the achievement outcomes of each progression step within each of the area of learning and experience (CAMAU, 2018) 
A great outcome from implementing the progression principles within the curriculum, will be that schools and settings will have a shared understanding of the progression and how they can support each child with their progression journey. Schools and settings where there has been a developed understanding of this, should ensure high expectations for progression across the learning continuum of the 3-16 years (Welsh Government, 2021)
The assessment in which will track the progression of children will be through every- day learning. The Curriculum has aimed to put assessment into every-day practice in order for teachers to work closely with each child to understand their progression (Welsh Government, 2022d).
The progression principles are designed to not only support learners through their progression, but this progression is understood to be individual to each child, where their uniqueness is understood, which is fundamental to the foundations of the new curriculum. 
The new curriculum not only has a great understanding of the unique child in regards to their assessment methods and in terms of a child’s individual development in knowledge and understanding throughout the learning continuum, it also places a great emphasise on promoting the understanding of cultures and identity of its learner through its humanities area of learning (Welsh Government, 2022d).The area of learning not only is central for its learners to become ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world, it also helps learners understand their own heritage and develop a sense of place and ‘cynefin’.The Government understand that having appreciation of identity, heritage and cynefin , including the history of Wales and the world, can influence learners not only emotionally but also spiritually and further, help in their sense of self and belonging in the world (Welsh Government, 2022d).
Not only does Welsh Government (2022d) recognise its learner as an ‘unique child’ throughout it’s principles and assessments from understanding each ones heritage and culture, it is supporting learners to become greater members of society where they contribute positively to communities, through having great understanding of themselves.

When considering culture in terms of assessment, a method of assessing children within early years in which has some understanding of culture identity and languages of children, is the Ages and Stages Questionnaires. The screening tool measures the developmental progress within learners between one month old to five and a half years. The assessment tool has been used as a form of screening across the globe and the questionnaires recognise the many cultures and languages, through providing its questionnaires through many languages (Ages and Stages Questionnaires, 2023). In comparison to the core principles in which comes under assessments within the Welsh curriculum, the Ages and Stages assessment method captures the parent’s in-depth knowledge as it is parent-centric approach (Ages and Stages Questionnaires, 2023). Instead, The Welsh Curriculum and its assessing principles take the Child-centred approach, where assessing its learners is undertaken on a daily-basis and discussions with the children on their understandings, are vital in terms of assessment and progression through the continuum (Welsh Government, 2022f).
The Ages and Stages method relies on the knowledge of the parents of learners, and their understanding of their child. Beam et al (2015), recognises how the Ages and Stages screening is recognised as an effective method for detecting delays among children. Beam et al (2015), further recognises how developmental screening in children at the earliest stage is more beneficial to children in their lifetime, as identifying delays in children can provide them with the likelihood of showing positive outcomes in the context of adversity. The method of assessment is one in which is easily and fairly quickly to administer for parents which makes it an effective screening tool due to its quick administration (Beam et al, 2015). 
Singh et al (2017), recognises that an effective assessment method should be one that is simple, inexpensive, accurate, reliable, easy and quick administer and also culturally appropriate, all of which is identifiable within the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (Ages and Stages, 2023). 

Although, the evidence shows the Ages and Stages assessment tool as being effective (Lipkin and Macias, 2020). It does not fully consider the ‘Unique child’. When considering children each as an ‘unique child’ in terms of their development, where the diversity of children is valued in the instance of a child developing differently due to disabilities of special educational needs. Also considering a developmental delays or differences due culture, from backgrounds of socially excluded families, homelessness and parents with disabilities or mental health (Early Years Foundation Phase, 2007).
The Ages and Stages method does not necessarily take into account the factors in which could affect a child and their development as it relies on the knowledge and information in which the parents provide, meaning the questionnaire may not be gaining a full picture of the child’s development and in essence, have untruthful outcomes from it’s findings. 
In comparison to the Welsh Governments Curriculum where it’s child centred learning continuum, focuses on understanding children as their unique selves, where the consideration of their background and cultures etc, are considered as influences to their development. As these factors are what makes the child who they are and how they develop (Early Years Foundation Stage, 2007).The daily assessing method in which the Welsh Government make use of,  can mean the learning outcomes of children are a more truer reflection of the child, due to having a full profile of the child and understanding of their unique self and their unique development.


Part 3


The early years for a child, sets the tone for their life. The opportunities offered within these years can be of great potential or of great risk (UNICEF, 2012).
The quality of experiences within these early years, make a critical impact on a childs brain development, where aiding either strong or weak foundations for learning, health and behaviour throughout their life. The Welsh Government recognise the importance of children having a developed flying start in life with the greatest basis for their future growth and development, within their seven core aims in which is guided by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Play Wales, 2023).
In order for children to go on and achieve their full and greatest potential, and to answer their human right, their need for health care and nutrition, protection from harm and sense of security, opportunities for early learning must all be met. And the great importance there is of having responsive caregivers who talk, sing and play but most of all love their child (UNICEF, 2012). The United Conventions on the rights of the child identify the importance of wellbeing in child, where subjective and objective wellbeing influences make up ones wellbeing as a whole. Subjective wellbeing is how one views themselves, emotions and their life, and the objective wellbeing is made up on the human rights influences to wellbeing such as receiving education, health, adequate food etc (Department of Health, 2014).
Where there is absence of such attention, and potentially exposure to violence, polluted environments and stress, children are likely to miss out on opportunities to learn and develop which can lead to struggling in education, living with poor health thus physically and mentally (UNICEF, 2012). 
Stress, environments, family circumstances and abuse and neglect are all factors in which have great impact on children’s mental health and further impacting a child’s overall wellbeing (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2021).
The Welsh Government also state within their core aims that they ensure children enjoy the best possible physical and mental, social and emotion health, which includes the freedorm of abuse, victimisation and exploitation (Play Wales, 2023).

How can play support the development of health and well-being in children? 

The Welsh Government state within their core aims, that they ensure children enjoy the best possible physical and mental, social and emotion health, which includes the freedom of abuse, victimisation and exploitation. Play can support this core aim by providing children with health benefits, both physically and mentally (Play Wales, 2023).
Vygotsky also understood the importance of play, especially, imaginary play and how this type of play comes with great benefits on children’s cognitive, social and emotional development (Holzman, 2017). 

When considering play and the impact it can have on a child’s healthy development, Play Wales (2023) suggests that where there are quality opportunities of play, it does not only does it encourage the development of positive early attachments, but play encourages physical, emotional and mental development. 
Not only does play provide higher levels of physical activity, it also promotes better health outcomes such as fitness and mental wellbeing. Authentic play opportunities such as outdoor play, can improve emotional wellbeing, over all mental health, resilience, self-esteem and reduce stress in young children (Johnstone et al, 2020).

How does the Welsh Curriculum reform understand the importance of the well-being in children? 

The New Curriculum within Wales has made it clear of their understanding of health and well-being within its area of learning. The area of learning is in place to provide its learners with the knowledge on physical health and development, mental health and emotional and social well-being. From learning how to communicate their feelings, children within the curriculum will be regulate their own emotions which contributes to greater mental health and emotional well-being. Communicating their feelings further encourages normalised discussions of mental health and well-being. Children are able to act in certain ways in which support the mental health and emotional well-being of others by having understanding and awareness of their own feelings and emotions (Welsh Government, 2022g).
The Health and Well-being area of learning experiences within the new curriculum has a developed, statements of what matters, in which the welsh government have made clear the importance of its learning area for its learners. The five statements of what matters state that developing physical health and well-being has lifelong benefits, the processing and response to experiences in life affect mental health and emotional well-being, the decisions learners make have impact on the quality of their lives and others around them, the way learners engage with social influences shapes the person they are and affects health and well-being, and healthy relationships are fundamental to ones well-being (Welsh Government, 2022g). Department of Health (2014) suggests how understanding and making ones well-being a priority is not only beneficial to one’s health but also has an influence on the wellbeing and mental health of those around one 
Where there is great understanding and appreciation for wellbeing, it can associate with positive health behaviours in both childhood and adulthood where there are positive outcomes. Lifelong benefits that come with good wellbeing, includes higher chances of living longer, where wellbeing has been associated in a decline of 19% in mortality (Department of Health, 2014). 

The New Curriculum in Wales has identified how play is vital to a child’s development and its link to wellbeing. Wales is the only country that has play written within its legislation. Learning through play and its great influence on a child’s development has been implemented to the new curriculum for Wales (Goodhall and Atkinson, 2021).
A Goodhall and Atkinson (2021) study, has identified the influence play has on the wellbeing of children, recognised where play was facilitated, children showed signs of enjoyment and engagement which leads to greater wellbeing. 

Although it is clear that there are many benefits to the wellbeing in children when they are informed on the influences. The Welsh Curriculum reform has come with great intentions, however implementing the curriculum may come with some difficulties, leading to potential failures within the Health and Well-being area of learning experiences. 
Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) indicate, that in order for the implementation for curriculum reform to be successful, staff must be provided with adequate training for them to fully understand the curriculum and its pedagogy. However, providing staff with professional training and development, comes at a great cost. And research suggests that schools in Wales have struggle with their budgets and are having to make financial cuts, which can lead affects on the implementation of the new curriculum within its country (Power, Newton and Taylor, 2020), potentially leading to failure of the curriculum if funding is not provided for its success. 
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