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The Foundation Phase and Early Years Curricula
Play is a basic human right for all children and is a fundamental part of cognitive development (Crowley, 2017). Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that ‘all children have a right to relax and play, and to join in a wide range of activities’ (Welsh Government, 2015a). Play is essential for healthy brain development, improving children physically, cognitively and emotionally (Welsh Government, 2015b). Through play-based curriculums children interact and explore their environment which has been shown to increase levels of self-regulation and meta cognition, thus building confidence and resilience to face future challenges (Mukherji and Dryden, 2014).
Theories on child development and play-based learning have evolved throughout the years, yet the foundations of these theories stem from behaviourism and constructivism. Pavlov (1962) first proposed the idea of behaviourism, recognising that positive reinforcement influences behaviour (Crowley, 2017). Watson (1928) took Pavlov’s original idea and introduced it to children’s learning, hence it can now be seen in early years settings (Bruce, Meggitt and Manning-Morton, 2016). Practitioners sub-consciously use positive reinforcement to receive desired behaviours that optimise learning in children (MacBlain, 2018). In contrast to this Bandura’s (1977) ‘Social Theory’ argues that children will learn through social interactions without the need for direct reinforcement (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). Boyd and Bee (2014) found Bandura's theory to be highly significant since it closes the gap between behavioural theory of learning and cognitive theory of development. One of the first constructivists, Dewey (1915), believed in a child-centred education and described learning as establishing links between prior knowledge and new ideas (MacBlain, 2018), while arguing that successful teaching helps students develop a structured set of concepts (Bates, 2019). Connections between ideas, facts, and practices reflect a cognitive autonomy (Henson, 2015). Children are suggested to construct knowledge and meaning from their experiences, while asking questions, exploring and evaluating what they know (Bada and Olusegun, 2015). Criticism of Piaget's work on constructivism suggests it has focused too heavily on the interaction between the individual child and objects (Noddings, 2018). Constructivists believe that most children, motivated by an inner desire to learn, learn best from each other, known as social constructivism (Henson, 2015), and links to Vygotsky’s (1980) ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ and the need for a more knowledgeable other to support development (Armstrong, 2015). Constructivist learning theory, like behavioural and cognitive theories of learning, is not a single unified concept, but rather an umbrella framework reflecting a variety of viewpoints based on two or more distinct positions, shared by common denominators (Harasim, 2017). Nevertheless, it has been argued that these theories do not take into account individual differences such as varied learning styles within the socio-economic context (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). Despite this, the focus should be on developing individual children's learning, promoting inclusion and encouraging conscientious decision-making in the curriculum (Department for Education and Skills, 2015)
Theorists and pioneers have continuously made links between play-based learning and child development, thus creating the base to the early year’s curriculum. In 2008 The Early Years Foundation Phase (EYFP) was introduced to early years settings and schools (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). Therefore, it seemed to end 200 years of discussions and debates surrounding the philosophy, purpose and provisions for early years childhood education and care in the UK (Male and Palaiologou, 2016). Furthermore, clear trends are evident in other countries’ national policy frameworks and early years provisions as many countries such as Italy (Reggio Emilia), New Zealand (Tai Whariki) and Scandinavia (Forest Schools) implement play-based curricula, thus, improving children’s opportunities and raising achievements (Wood, 2013). The focus of this assignment will be on how the EYFP implements play into the curricula, whilst also considering alternative approaches such as Reggio Emilia. 
The EYFP is influenced by constructivist learning theory and emphasises the role of socio-cultural ideas in children's learning (Maynard et al., 2013). The EYFP aimed to provide 3 to 7 year olds with a new standardised curriculum to replace the pre-existing National Curriculum (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). The implementation of the EYFP was staggered into three stages in various settings (Taylor, et al., 2015), in order to achieve effective practice for the EYFP to reach its maximum potential (Welsh Government, 2016). Whilst the majority of practitioners were satisfied withi the implementation of the EYFP, they suggested changes were needed to the guidance materials and training (Taylor, et al., 2015). To improve the quality of early childhood education, research has shown that meticulous deliberation of policy, funding, structuring, staffing and delivery is required, as well as including parents in this process (Male and Palaiologou, 2016). Bronfenbrenner's 'Ecological Systems Theory' (1979) has influenced the relationship between the microsystems of the family and the educational setting to ensure constant development both at home and in the educational environment (McEwan, 2013). Despite this, head teachers and practitioners reported that overall parent-school relationships have not changed as a result of the EYFP (Taylor, et al., 2015). It was reported by Siraj and Kingston (2014) that approximately one-fifth of schools and settings providing the EYFP achieved successful implementation, whereas, four-fifths did not. However, questions remain about how the pedagogies and practices incorporated into the EYFP are systematically interpreted and applied across Wales (Waters, 2016). Numerous head teachers and Local Authority Early Years Advisers suggest that uncertainty regarding the EYFP’s pedagogical features within the training and guidance materials, is often the reason why the application of the EYFP continues to differ considerably (Taylor, et al., 2015). 
Holistic development is the main focus of the EYFP, building skills and knowledge through learning experiences, as well as advocating equal opportunity and diversity (Welsh Government, 2015b). Emphasis is placed on experiential and play-based learning as well as recognising the importance of communication and language, coupled with personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, knowledge and global awareness, and physical and creative development (Department for Education and Skills, 2015). Bruner (1979) suggests that play-based learning is especially beneficial for the development of children as it encourages flexible thinking skills (Howard, 2017). Furthermore, Bruner (1996) described children as active learners, facilitating freedom of movement to develop their ideas and to help them think (MacBlain, 2018). Children cannot learn easily unless they learn from real experience (Bruce, Meggitt and Manning-Morton, 2016). Whereas Erikson (1963) concentrated on the emotional benefits of play, he proposed that play for children acted as a way to establish a sense of ability and positive self-esteem (Howard, 2017). Elements of both Erikson and Bruner’s ideas have been considered and thus incorporated in the EYFP’s areas of learning (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). 
Play based curricula is implemented in Italy within the Reggio Emilia approach. It is believed that other early years programs could learn from the Reggio Emilia approach to improve the quality of the educational environment, regardless of whether or not the overall program is completely consistent with this approach (Gardner and Jones, 2017). Just like the EYFP, sociological, psychological and philosophical theories of education, including the work of Montessori, Piaget, Dewey, Vygotsky, Isaacs, Bronfenbrenner, Bruner and Gardner were analysed and discussed and where appropriate incorporated into the Reggio Emilia approach (Thornton and Brunton, 2014). Reggio Emilia's early childhood philosophy is not a method or a defined curriculum but rather a collection of guiding principles that relate to every aspect of developing a learning and teaching culture (Martalock, 2012). The most influential person affiliated with this pedagogy and concept is Loris Malaguzzi (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014). Malaguzzi stated that all children have a natural potential for creativity, and that they need opportunities to develop this ability to the fullest. Malaguzzi placed additional stress on children's unique way to express themselves (Gencer and Gonen, 2015). Children express themselves not only through spoken and written language but also through their body and five senses and across all kinds of art forms such as music, dance and painting (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014). Similarly, the Foundation Phase Framework recommends that children engage in creative, imaginative and expressive activities across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015b). Smith (2013) endorses an 'art rich' curriculum using the arts as a resource to encourage and develop all areas of learning. Studies show that children involved in creative art are also shown to have better learning outcomes (Catterall, Dumais and Hampden-Thompson, 2012). Children should explore a wide range of stimuli, develop their ability to communicate and express their creative ideas. Everyday sensory experiences, both indoors and outdoors, will encourage their innate curiosity and willingness to learn (Welsh Government, 2015b). 
The final implementation of the EYFP not only places emphasis on the use of the outdoor environment, but also on additional resources to enhance outdoor and indoor learning environments (Taylor, et al., 2015). The EYFP allows all areas of learning to be accessed through play and the outdoors (Welsh Government, 2009) and allocates funds such as the Foundation Phase Grant to increase staff and resources (OECD, 2014). Estyn (2019) reported that seven in ten teachers understand and effectively deliver the pedagogy of the EYFP, whilst achieving a good balance between adult-initiated and child-led activities and provide high-quality learning experience through effective use of indoor and outdoor environments. Montessori (1912) stressed the importance of child-centred environments. She believed that by adapting pupils’ learning environment and resources it could support the development of social, physical and other significant skills (Mooney, 2013). The Reggio Emilia approach mentions the environment as well as the teacher and the pupil being educators (Santín and Torruella, 2017). Pre-existing skills are strengthened and enhanced by learning experiences and the environment that foster creative thinking and better understanding (Gencer and Gonen, 2015). The outdoors provides many open-ended natural resources for influencing and enhancing the educational environment, with many possibilities to build on learning experiences (Richardson, 2014). 
With children as active participants, (Martalock, 2012) individuals utilise natural materials to explore schematic interests (White, 2014) and teachers collaborate with pupils on learning experiences known as 'Projects' (Arseven, 2014). Therefore, EYFP Practitioners could maximize learning experience through collaboration with children (Richardson, 2014) in compliance with Article 12 of the UNCRC, a child’s right to a voice (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2019) allowing them to express their thoughts and feelings. Through projects children can gain skills such as listening, negotiating and cooperation (Grigg and Lewis, 2016). Challenges can arise that engage teachers and children to use problem-solving skills, a critical skill in cognitive development (Cottrell, 2015), hence Piaget believed in the ‘Preoperational Stage’ that children’s curiosity and problem-solving drove their learning (Mooney, 2013). Projects may be short or long-term, depending on the interests of the pupils, and teachers encourage the pupils to determine the course of the project (Santín and Torruella, 2017). Reinforcing Malaguzzi’s claim ‘that there was no fully structured curriculum to be taught in Reggio Emilia schools’ (Arseven, 2014), modelling an emergent curriculum centred on play (Jones, 2012). Projects ensure that children's skills are realised while awareness of initiatives and responsibilities, decision-making and choices are enhanced through children's interests and research (Arseven, 2014). Arguably, children's well-being can be enhanced if their own views are taken into account to inform their learning experiences (Murray, 2019). Furthermore, children can gain cognitive, physical, and social competences through projects provided that these skills are applied in various situations and environments, they can gain independence and confidence, make their own decisions and respond to their own problems (Santín and Torruella, 2017). Similarly, the Reggio Emilia approach and he EYFP advocate independent learners through play-based learning (Welsh Government, 2015b). Reggio Emilia practitioners engage in active communication with children about their ideas and experiences through continuous listening processes. They then use these ideas to make a professional judgement on how best to promote and expand children's thinking and learning. This is the result of collaborators, co-learners, guides and facilitators, researchers and reflective practitioners (Hall, 2013). The Foundation Phase Framework recognises the significance of listening to children (Welsh Government, 2015), also known as Sustained Shared Thinking (SST), responding to children's interests and motivations (Neaum, 2019). Siraj-Blatchford, et al. (2002) claimed SST between practitioners and children using open-ended questions develops children's interests in play-based learning environments, contributing to better outcomes (Waters, 2016).
The role of the practitioner remains essential as learning and encouragement require a combination of guidance and empowerment for the pupils (Gardner and Jones, 2017).  Bruner's (1977) ‘Spiral Curriculum Theory’ advocates that it is an adult's role to provide scaffolding for successful development of children (Bruce, Manning-Morton and Meggitt, 2016). Student performance is predicted to be higher when peers or professionals have provided assistance that allow individual learners to further develop their knowledge and skills (Gardner and Jones, 2017). It can be argued that many EYFP settings have become structured and formal too early, restricting pupil’s ability to develop as independent learners. In these settings, pupils do not have enough opportunities to choose what and how to learn, particularly towards the end of the EYFP (Estyn, 2016). Facilitating play-based learning at the EYFP, giving children independence, choice and control could increase participation and progression (Howard, 2017). Whereas, a pupil who has no choices will feel limited and will not have fulfilled their need for autonomy, however, a pupil with complete autonomy may have too many choices and may not be motivated to choose any of them (Gardner and Jones, 2017). Therefore, all areas of learning must be implemented through planned, purposeful play and through a balance of adult-led and child-initiated activities (Department of Education, 2017). A critical difference is that practitioners cannot plan children's play but can prepare for play and interpret the outcomes that may emerge from play. There are proposals for a future variation of curriculum-led play and play-led curriculum (Wood, 2013) the New Curriculum for Wales is for children 3 to 16 years old (Welsh Government, 2019).

Methods of Assessment within Play-based Curricula
Methods of assessment and documentation can be demonstrated by a variety of means, such as observations, written material, images, videos and sound recordings, either under formal or flexible guidelines (Alasuutari, Markstrom and Vallberg-Roth, 2014). This observation and documentation approach help’s practitioners to venture beyond standard development expectations and outcomes, allowing them to truly see and support children as individuals (Neaum, 2019). Play-based activities support learning and development through rich and diverse play that increases cognitive, social and emotional progression. However, the ‘outcomes’ are often not visible or measurable (Wood, 2013). 
Early Years Foundation Phase (EYFP) children are not yet able to assess and document their own learning, as their development is evident throughout social, physical and emotional behaviour (Neaum, 2019). The Early Years Foundation Phase Curriculum is designed as a four-year progressive framework to accommodate the diverse needs of all children, including those at an earlier stage of development and the more able (Welsh Government, 2015b). Children's progression is not even, going through rapid development and some occasions when they appear to be regressing. The curriculum should be appropriate to their stage of learning, rather than focusing on age-related outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015b). The Foundation's Phase Outcomes set the expected performance standards for children (Welsh Government, 2015b), while the assessment is founded on the 'developmental stages of play' of Piaget, but provided that children develop at different rates based on their previous experience allowing a profile to be built (Wood, 2013). Outcomes include the Baseline Assessment Scales and Descriptions and the National Curriculum Level Descriptions to facilitate the completion of the statutory teacher assessment (Welsh Government, 2015b). The Board of Education sets outcomes and assessments, helping teachers track children's progress. In turn, to identify the children needing additional support and where the school needs to improve (Welsh Government, 2015e). This is important because it enables parents, caregivers and practitioners to recognise the needs of children so that they can plan to support children in future activities (Department of Education, 2012; Department of Education, 2017). The range and skills of children are assessed in all areas of learning. The 'outcomes' are used to describe the type and range of child performance characteristics, with 'outcome 1' being the lowest and 'outcome 6' being the highest level of achievement (OECD, 2014). At the end of the EYFP, pupils are expected to achieve ' outcome 5 ' with the more competent exceeding 'outcome 6' (Estyn, 2016). Every child’s profile, including children with additional learning needs or disabilities must be completed. Making appropriate adjustments to the assessments with support from professional, as children developmental skills and abilities will vary from their peers (Department of Education, 2012; Department of Education, 2017). Estyn (2016) found that settings have improved the assessment and tracking of children's progress, and many have begun to use the Foundation Phase Profile to assist. Most importantly, practitioners use assessment information to enhance children's skills through active and experiential learning that provides hands-on, play-based opportunities (Estyn, 2019). Continuous assessment is required and should not involve prolonged breaks from interaction with children, nor should excessive paperwork be required. Paperwork should be limited to what is necessary to ensure the successful learning and development of children. Practitioners assess children to identify their level of achievement, interest and style of learning, and to build learning experiences (Department of Education, 2012; Department of Education, 2017).
Reggio Emilia’s approach of assessment usually involves portfolios and documentation panels (Sluss, 2017) through observation, interpretation and documentation interwoven along with the pedagogy of listening in order to make learning significant. This recording of activities and the result of involving children in various projects provides a tangible account of what has happened, which acts as a steppingstone for more in depth learning (Navarrete, 2015). One way that practitioners shown progress their successes is through children’s portfolios which are compiled over the educational period (Sluss, 2017). Another method is to use the documentation panels that are displayed in and around the educational settings. Practitioners construct displays of images, written materials and constructions of what pupils have been working on or completed throughout the year (Gardner and Jones, 2017). Documentation from images, written content, video and voice recordings reflect the pupil’s experiences, thoughts and ideas, and shows their learning processes. It also facilitates cooperation and collaboration between students, teachers and families (Santín and Torruella, 2017).
Practitioners reflect on the documentation they have gathered and produce ideas and conclusions about the practice and interests of the pupils (Martalock, 2012). Practitioners collaborate to discuss and analyse documentation gathered to understand and assess the learning process of each pupil. In effect, this recognises the competence of each child and reinforces the link between teaching and learning (Hall, 2013). In order to support holistic development, practitioners need to become critical and reflective thinkers and engage in quality improvement processes for themselves. Practitioners are responsible for managing their professional development through collaboration with colleagues, ongoing study of current and best practise, reflection and development of personal action plans, all with a focus on supporting the learning and development of pupils (Kingston and Siraj, 2017).
Learning divisions in age stages continues to be driven by various philosophies and approaches, generating additional transition points. Therefore, negative results are apparent in the transitions between the Foundation Stage and the Key Stage 2 (Donaldson, 2015). It is particularly noticeable for pupils entering Key Stage 2 where more formal assessments are carried out with the introduction of pencil and paper tests in reading and numeracy. Whereas the EYFP promotes learning through imagination and exploration, measured by open observation and documentation (OECD, 2014). Hence, transition point can delay progress and there has been evidence that this may lead to disengagement as young people move through school (Donaldson, 2015). Evidence suggests that a number of key matters and challenges in terms of aims and purposes, structure, pedagogy and assessment need to be addressed in the development of a new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). The New Curriculum for Wales is tailored for children between 3 and 16 years of age, indicating the elimination of learning stages and transitions from one philosophy or approach to another (Welsh Government, 2019). When the Curriculum and Assessment Bill becomes law, it plans to provide guidance and support progress with the descriptions of learning. Arranged in five stages of progression, which provide the reference points for the direction of development. They are not intended as stand-alone projects, activities or assessment criteria. Even though the learning process is the same for each learner, the speed of development may differ considerably (Welsh Governmeant, 2020). This suggests children have a more time to develop and assessment focuses more on building knowledge and understanding while meeting children’s individual needs.

Blog: Learning through play for all ages
The modern world is challenging and diverse and in order for children to thrive they need to be creative, resourceful and resilient. One of the easiest ways of doing this is through play (Whitton, 2016). Originally play was seen as an act undertaken by young children for enjoyment and was not seen to be beneficial in the learning environment (Andrews, 2012). Play is now thought to promote multiple facets of development (Bottrill, 2018). Playing and developing are synonymous with human existence, thus play could be seen as an essential aspect of lifelong learning and well-being (Wood, 2013).
Froebel (1887) was the first theorist to understand the significance of play and its relevance to the holistic development of children (MacBlain, 2018). Several studies have shown the physical, psychological and social benefits of early childhood play (Welsh Government, 2015d). Play has earned a well-deserved press for its role in fostering critical social-emotional and cognitive skills, and in fostering creativity and imagination in early childhood, a critical group has largely been left out of these important conversations. Older children, they also need time to play in and out of educational settings (Conklin, 2015). If children have an inherent desire to play from birth to adolescence (Play Matters, 2018) why is play for older children and adults often seen as leisure, escape or even deviance? (Kitchen, 2015). Freely chosen play is of vital importance to all children in their daily lives. Access to safe, unstructured play has been shown to help improve overall health, well-being and development of children of all ages (Play Matters, 2018).
There is a false assumption that all children develop at the same rate which can lead adults to impose specific age limits on learning experiences such as play (Play Wales, 2019). While young children focus on play-based learning through exploration and creativity (Noble, 2019) older children are expected to learn in a more formal way (Welsh Government, 2015b). The rapid transition to formal learning, while allowing play-based learning, tends to be too structured (Noble, 2019). Older children need creative outlets and can benefit from tactile, hands-on learning experiences just like younger children (Stavely, 2015). Practitioners do not desire to restrict play, their hands are tied by assessments and expected outcome’s. In this highly competitive environment, it is assumed that there is less room for free play because it does not have the same outcomes as structured learning (O'Connor 2017).
Concerns about the increase in stress and mental health problems among children in the UK are associated with learning becoming more formal, suggesting links between these problems and the decrease in play (Whitebread, 2014). Play supports socialisation and decreases stress, it develops imagination and creativity, enables learners to have new experiences, and learn from their mistakes (Whitton, 2016). As children reach puberty, they begin the second crucial period of brain development, cognitive play has been shown to improve adolescence resilience, mental health, brain elasticity and flexibility (Else, 2014). Healthy emotional well-being is believed to reduce a child’s experience of potential challenges, including mental and behavioural difficulties, abuse and crime, and teenage pregnancy (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Multiple areas of the brain are developing at different levels. Social and emotional growth areas are increasing faster than those responsible for the planning, coordination and management of impulses. This suggests that these skills need to be worked on for longer through play-based learning (Playful Childhood, No Date). Studies have suggested that play-based learning facilitates motivated, higher-level learners rather than instructional learning (Whitebread, 2014). More importantly, it is more beneficial than formal teaching in preparing children for difficult problem-solving tasks and high-level thinking (Pierlejewski, 2018). Play-based learning has been shown to lead to deeper engagement, better memory retention and a stronger motivation to continue learning (Stavely, 2015). Therefore, if we parent’s and practitioners want to improve children’s outcome’s we need to implement play-based learning into schools for all ages (Noble, 2019).
Whilst space and time for play is crucial, so is our attitude as parents and practitioners towards play (Robertson, 2013). A practitioners' role is to understand the advantages of self-directed and engaging play, and to do what it takes to help all children access a range of natural and unpredictable environments (Else, 2014). While practitioners and older pupils have more curricular demands, playful learning still has an important role (Tatter, 2019). The New Curriculum for Wales' versatility provides pupils with opportunities to learn through play, experiments and experience (Welsh Government, 2019). Children improve their mental and emotional self-regulation skills through all kinds of physical, social, and positive play, such as building blocks or building models with household junk (Whitebread, 2014). The play-based activities might look different for older children but will inspired a sense of ownership, curiosity, and enjoyment among older pupils (Tatter, 2019). Play-based activities, sometimes seen as projects, allow teenagers to learn through exploration and imagination, while working collaboratively, similar to early years play-based learning settings (Stavely, 2015). Thus, linking these activities to the four purposes of the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2019), through observing such projects, it can be recognised, that pupils can make decisions about what they want to learn and have the opportunity to play different roles, generating mental and physical innovation while enjoying the learning process (Conklin, 2015). Through play, all children acquire skills, such as problem-solving, planning, creativity and behavioural management, helping them to become successful future learners (Pierlejewski, 2018). When children begin to develop and use these skills learned through play, research shows that they are better equipped to meet the demands of formal and academic learning, and that they are more likely to thrive throughout their educational journey (Noble, 2019).
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