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Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports
Curriculum reform is currently at the forefront of education  in Wales with the rollout of the New Curriculum for Wales set for 2022 (WG, 2020). The need for reform of the current curriculum in Wales has been highlighted as essential in order for Wales to meet the needs of future learners and to compete on an international stage (Wightwick, 2018; OECD, 2017; Donaldson, 2015). Mourshed et al. (2010) recommends that in order for reform to be implemented effectively, the reform must take place at all levels. This assignment analyses the potential barriers to the proposed curriculum reforms in Wales and discusses lessons that can be learned from previous curriculum reform difficulties (Tayor et al., 2015).  
Lessons can be learned from evaluations of previous curriculum reform attempts to ensure the effective implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales (Taylor et al., 2015; WG, 2014). The Evaluation of the Foundation Phase Report (Taylor et al., 2015) highlighted a need for the professional development of staff in order to demonstrate a shared understanding of key terms to ensure consistency of curriculum delivery. Similarly, the Independent Stock Take of the Foundation Phase (WG, 2014) recommended the need for the professional development of staff in order to have an understanding of the theoretical underpinnings of the curriculum pedagogy to enable effective and consistent curriculum implementation. However, despite recommendations by WG (2014) to increase the professional development and understanding of child development for staff in education, there is still no minimum level of qualification for support staff working in schools (Siraj and Kingston, 2019; MacDonald, 2018; Waters, 2016). This means that potentially the new curriculum for Wales will be delivered by staff who do not have a through knowledge of child development, play or child-centred practice. Currently WG (2020) are using pioneer schools to lead the sharing of good practice and implementation of the curriculum reforms, and each school has a member of staff undertaking training in the new curriculum to address some of these issues; although, whether this will go far enough to avoid the difficulties of previous reform remains to be seen.
Howard and McInnes (2012) found that children’s perceptions of an activity as ‘playful’ was a significant factor in their level of engagement. The study used ‘play’ and ‘not play’ activities based on the results of a picture apperception test to identify characteristics children associated with situations that were ‘play’ or ‘not play’. Interestingly the study identified that situations where children identified the activity as ‘not play’ (these included an adult being present, a directed task and table based activities); the children demonstrated lower levels of emotional wellbeing and engagement in the task. When considering the increased level of engagement and emotional wellbeing of children when they perceive and activity as ‘play’ or ‘not play’; in order for a ‘play-based’ curriculum to be implemented successfully it is important that practitioners have a clear understanding of what is meant by ‘play’ and the impact on children’s learning (Taylor et al., 2015; Howard and McInnes, 2012). However, as previously discussed Siraj and Kingston (2019) identified that there is still a need for the requirement for professional development of all staff in order to understand what ‘play’ is and why it is important for the successful implementation of a ‘play-based- curriculum.
According to McInnes (no date) utilising theoretical differentiations between play and playfulness (e.g. Bundy, 1997; Moyles, 1989), it was hypothesised from these initial studies that, when engaged in an activity the children themselves perceived as more play-like they would approach the task in a more playful and relaxed manner which enhanced performance and learning. And whilst all the cues were necessary to perceive an activity as play, it was thought that the role of the adult was particularly significant in this perception. It had also been previously suggested that children develop cues about play and not play in response to their play experiences and that the development of the cue of adult presence might develop in response to how adults interact with children during play. This, in turn, might be influenced by an adult’s beliefs and understandings about play and learning. Therefore, the final study attempted to investigate these aspects of play (McInnes, no date).
Play is one of the most misunderstood concepts. In today’s educational world it is also one of the most underrated. And yet it is the most vital component for development – the gift of play is the greatest thing we can ever possibly give a child. (Bottril, 2018, page 25).
This piece has critically analysed the implementation of a play-based curriculum. The evidence base indicating the importance of a play-based curriculum has been discussed and the potential barriers to implementing this type of curriculum reform have been analysed. Key findings from previous reform attempts have been reviewed highlighting what lessons could be learned when implementing a new curriculum reform in Wales. One of the consistent messages throughout the research evidence is that in order to successfully implement a play-based curriculum reform, the professional development of the workforce is key.
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