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Early Years Curricula
Section 1 
The curriculum is a planned programme of study and quality used in both primary and secondary schools to give children knowledge on the same things (UK Government, no date). Curriculum provides teachers with a plan on what to teach their students and the path for progress. The Welsh Government (no date) explains how curriculum allows practitioners to track progress over a period. This would demonstrate what areas of a child’s learning may need more support. Play based curriculum has been found to be beneficial for children’s development (Lai et al, 2018). Therefore, there has been an increase in play-based curricula. However, OECD (no date) acknowledge that when changing an aspect in education, it is only beneficial if supporting aspects are changed. Subsequently, if the curriculum has been changed, pedagogy and assessment should also be changed. Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland and Wollschied (2019) identify that play based learning is increasing but explains that it is a debated concept among these different curricula. Furthermore, the Education Endowment Foundation (2023) notes that play-based learning does have an impact on a child’s learning outcome but explains that there is limited evidence of this. 
Education is constantly changing, with new curriculum and practitioners being required to implement it. The Welsh Government (no date) provides practitioners with the steps on how to implement the new curriculum. NSW curriculum (2023) suggests that there are three stages to implement a new curriculum, engage, enact, and embed. The new curriculum for Wales places the child at the centre of educational system. Having students at the centre of the innovative approach, will enable them to progress with their education, well-being, and mental health (Welsh Government, no date). Similarly, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model which shows a child in the centre with interactions and influences having a direct impact on their development. Zaatari and Maalouf (2022) explain that children feel a sense of purpose at school because of interactions within a school’s ecological model. Therefore, it is recommended for practitioners to apply a child centred approach in their practice. 
Practitioners may have alternating views on what play is and the understanding of why it is used in curriculum. The BBC (2014) reported that practice varies across different educational settings. Each setting is responsible for designing their own curriculum. The Welsh Government (no date) explains that a school’s curriculum should follow a child-led learning approach in line with curriculum for Wales guidance. With different settings having their own curriculum, practitioners should consider how the children respond do it. McInnes et al. (2011) found that a practitioner understanding of what play is may influence their interactions with children, thus leading to a child’s lack of understanding of play and work activities. Confusion on what play is may influence how practitioners plan and assess children’s learning and development. Similarly, McLean et al. (2022) suggested that more research is needed on what practitioners define play as. Consequently, alternating view on what play is may affect how it is implemented in the curriculum. In addition to this, when analysing play-based curricula, the role of the adult should be considered. 
There is an emphasis placed on practitioners taking the role of an enabling adult. The Welsh Government (2023) states that enabling adults provide safe environments for children to develop their skills and self-assess risk to build their independence. Skills can be developed through their exploration and experiences of these environments. This is like Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. Vygotsky discussed how adults play a role in children’s learning and development and that children learn through social interactions. Tudge (2012) explains that research led from a Vygotsky framework shows how learning is a social process and that adult-led interactions are beneficial for child development. Adults should regard children’s perspective and provide the best possible environment for them to achieve this (Mathias, 2024). Therefore, practitioners may find it beneficial to assess a child’s learning environment and how they can adapt the environment to promote learning in response to the implementation of a play-based curriculum.
Enabling environments provide children with the opportunity to gain experience through exploration. According to Hodgman (2011) enabling environments are key in children’s development. These engaging experiences are made by practitioners. The Reggio Emilia approach identifies the importance of creating an engaging environment where children can develop connections. Whilst discussing a Reggio Emilia approach to learning, Kinney (2007) explains that a learning environment can be considered as the third educator and should be adaptable. Enabling environment should support learning across the six areas of foundation phase curriculum (Hodgman, 2011). Enabling environments allow children to develop understanding of academic subjects. The Education Endowment Foundation (2023) implies that maths and literacy is supported in engaging environments. Thus, the learning environment can be seen as a vital part of a child’s learning and development and should be regarded when implementing a play-based curriculum.
There are some students who cannot access parts of the curriculum as they have a lack of understanding of the English language (The Bell Foundation, 2024). Childrens lack of understanding of language could have an influence on how they respond to tasks and may lead to misinterpretation. Therefore, practitioners should consider ways of supporting these pupils so they can still access their learning through a play-based curriculum. In their discussion of the foundation phase framework, the Welsh Government (2015a) explains that practitioners should consider restrictions which may prevent children from engaging in play experiences. All children should be provided with equal opportunities to access play and learning. Children’s well-being is vital, and practitioners should acknowledge this (Welsh Government, 2015a). This relates to a child’s holistic development. Similarly, the curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings recognises the importance of children’s emotional well-being. Welsh Government (2022a) states that emotional well-being is supported through play experiences. 
The foundation phase uses an approach that is like New Zealand’s Te Whāriki. Te Whāriki acknowledges the importance of explorative play-based learning (Welsh Government, 2013). The New Zealand curriculum is like both the foundation phase curriculum and the curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings in that it promotes lifelong learning through exploration and play experiences. It can be concluded that play-based learning is effective in advancing child development and learning as it used in a variety of different curricula. The Welsh Government (no date) analysed international approaches to reshaping curricula and concluded that challenges arose from the implantation of them. Therefore, it may be beneficial for practitioners to consider the methods in how they will implement their curriculum. 
Hodgman (2011) identifies the importance of equal opportunity and suggests that practitioners to using the equality of opportunity checklist. This checklist assesses whether a settings environment is physically accessible and accessible with the language used. When implementing the curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings, practitioners should ensure they use inclusive practice. Children should be given the chance to thrive in an environment that makes them feel valued and respected (Welsh Government, 2022b). However, the BBC (2014) reported that children with additional learning needs and children that had English as an additional language benefitted from the play-based foundation phase curriculum. Despite this, an evaluation of the foundation phase identified that children with special educational needs still experience academic disadvantages (Welsh Government, 2013). 
The curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings discusses that a play-based curriculum promotes a child’s development of resilience and teamwork skills (Welsh Government 2022a). Furthermore, the foundation phase curriculum explains that children should be provided with play-based opportunities to develop their teamwork skills (Welsh Government, 2015a). Both play-based curricula identify how play promotes the development of a child’s individual and social skills. 
The foundation phase play-based curriculum has received positive feedback since being implemented. The Donaldson report described the foundation phase as an exceptional part of Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015b). Despite this, the BBC (2014) reported that there were worries that the foundation phase does not prepare children for examination processes that they experience later in their education. Wightwick (2019) supports this and reported that Children in Wales had the worst PISA test results in the UK. Therefore, evidence suggests that the play-based curricula in Wales does not give enough preparation for future assessment. However, Wightwick (2019) notes that students in Wales are making improvements in their PISA scores. It could be suggested that the new play-based curriculum is benefitting students as students are making improvements with their PISA results. To assess the extent in which a play-based curriculum influences a child’s development and learning, in-depth, quality research is needed (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023). To analyse the effectiveness of a play-based curriculum, it may be beneficial to consider what research has been undertaken. 
To conclude, for practitioners to successfully implement a play-based curriculum they should first consider how they plan to implement it. It is also beneficial for practitioners within a setting to have a mutual understanding of what play is and how they plan to use it in the curriculum. Influences on development such as having English as an additional language or additional learning needs should also be considered. The Welsh Government offers guidance on implementing the curriculum which may be useful to practitioners. There are positive views on using a play-based curriculum, but practitioners should keep themselves educated on research regarding this. 
Section 2
The concept of the unique child relates to the idea that every child is different (Early Years Matters, 2023). Children develop in their own ways at their own speed, some faster and some slower than others. Tovey (2020) discusses Friedrich Froebel’s ideas and explains how he identified the importance of patience when supporting children in their development and their play. The early childhood learning and play framework promotes children’s holistic development (Welsh Government, 2023). Similarly, Walton and Martin (2023) explain the idea of holistic assessment as the way in which practitioners use a variety of resources and assessments to determine students overall progress. This supports the idea of the unique child as it considers all aspects of development. However, difficulty lies in documenting and assessing children’s individual progress based off experiences. Palaiologou (2017) suggests that practitioners are too concerned with formal assessments which contradicts the idea of a play-based curriculum. With an emphasis being based on the idea of the unique child, it may be beneficial for practitioners to consider this when assessing children. 
The Welsh Government (2022b) explained how Estyn identified the importance of continuous assessment in the curriculum. It is therefore a requirement for practitioners to use assessment throughout an academic year to track progress. Furthermore, The Welsh Government (2022c) imply that a key aspect of the new curriculum is to assess children appropriately to support them at their own pace. The concept of the unique child is considered by doing this as each child may need support in different areas. Assessment provides valuable insight into learners understanding and knowledge (Westbroek et al., 2020). Consequently, practitioners can make decisions on how to support learners as individuals as they are able to identify what areas require further teaching. This is also beneficial to practitioners as they use assessment data in their future planning, it can indicate if children need support with their learning or aspects such as their well-being. Carney et al. (2018) suggest that using diverse types of assessment are beneficial as it encourages students to be reflective with their learning. The opportunity for students to be reflective in learning relates to Graham Gibbs’ reflective cycle. The University of Edinburgh (2024) implies that Gibbs’ reflective cycle provides a structure which enables students and practitioners to assess their experiences of learning and use it in forward planning. Despite the importance placed upon effective assessment, there is a lack of practitioner understanding. There are flaws in the assessment framework regarding educators’ perspectives on assessment (Welsh Government, 2015b). Therefore, it may be beneficial for practitioners to consider recommendations that the Welsh Government gives regarding assessment. 
There are five principles of progression for children. The curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings uses five developmental pathways to assess children’s development (Welsh Government, 2015a). As children develop in their learning, they form connections in their learning and development. The five pathways incorporate diverse backgrounds and cultures. The Welsh Government (2015a) states that development requires cultural experiences in the interconnected areas so children can reach their potential. The five pathways relate to the idea of holistic development and the unique child as it assists in promoting an understanding of the child as an individual and their relation to the world. The five developmental pathways take a holistic approach to ensure children can develop in their development and learning (Welsh Government, 2015a). When children explore, they can form links to the world around them which assists in their holistic development.
When discussing the assessment in the foundation phase, the Welsh Government (2017) notes that children are assessed through a baseline assessment and formative assessments. There are numerous benefits to using baseline assessments, the data gathered from baseline assessments can be used to show children’s ability and potential. Lindsay (2007) identifies that baseline assessments have many purposes, including the facility to identify special educational needs. In addition to this, Dorrian (2020) stated that baseline assessments used in a nursery identified that children who attended morning nursery showed more academic progression than those who attended afternoon nursery. Therefore, the data gathered from baseline assessments can be used to provide insight into children’s learning and development in both nursery and primary school settings. It is a requirement for headteachers to update parents on pupil progress. Parents should be provided with written communication detailing pupil progress (UK Government, 2021). However, there are some who take the view that baseline assessments do not reflect individual needs. It was noted by Lindsay (2007) that parents felt baseline assessments did not provide a true reflection of their child’s abilities. Comparably, Fisher (1998) concluded that the time baseline assessments were conducted influenced the validity of the findings and did not provide an accurate representation of progress. Additionally, assessment in the foundation phase has been critiqued for not focussing on children’s individual needs (Welsh Government 2022d).
The early years foundation phase for England and the foundation phase for Wales both use observations in their assessment of children’s learning (UK Government, 2020 and Welsh Government ,2017). The foundation phase curriculum supports children at various stages of their development (Welsh Government, 2015b). There has been significance placed on practitioners considering stage rather than age in relation to children’s learning and development. The Welsh Government (2015b) states that the foundation phase curriculum supports the idea that children should experience a curriculum that supports their stage of learning instead of focusing age associated achievement. Similarly, the curriculum for Wales places significance on a child’s current stage of development rather than their targets because rushing learning has negative consequences (Welsh Government, 2022b). 
Observations are a vital aspect of early years practice (Welsh Government, 2017). Observations not only provide insight into a child’s understanding, but also show practitioners how they respond to tasks and activities. Observations show how children engage in their learning (Welsh Government, 2022a). The information gathered from an initial observation can be used show progression and challenges. Less able and more able children can be identified through observations (Welsh Government, 2017). If more able children are finding the work too easy, practitioners can set challenges for the children so that they can reach their potential. Observations can be used to acknowledge pupils’ successes, rather than focussing solely on challenges identified in assessment, it is important to celebrate children’s success. Cooper (2023) implies that children are more likely to work harder if their success is celebrated. 
When practitioners assess their findings, they can use the information for future planning of activities, provision, and the environment. The Welsh Government (2022a) states when discussing the curriculum for non-maintained settings, the importance of children being situated in an interesting environment. Therefore, observations give an indication as to whether children’s environment needs to be adapted or changed. Despite being a valued tool in assessing learning, there is no specified method to undertake observations in the foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2017). Observations support the idea of the unique child by providing practitioners with insight into how each individual child develops in their learning and how they can promote this.
In addition to this, observations are used in learning stories to assess learning. Karlsdottir and Gardarsdottir (2010) note that children’s strengths and weaknesses in their learning can be identified through observations and reports. Therefore, its seen to be useful for practitioners to document children’s learning effectively. Karlsdottir and Gardarsdottir (2010) found that practitioners can provide better support for children’s learning if they record their learning stories. Furthermore, Escamilla (2021) explains how this New Zealand assessment approach provides practitioners with an understanding of children’s progress and development. Learning stories also enable children to write their own learning stories and can be used as a tool to reflect on learning. Caar and Lee (2012) state that learning stories are a valuable tool to assess learning as they assist in generating students’ identities. Therefore, it could be beneficial for practitioners in Wales to use learning stories as part of children’s assessment. However, if there are many students in one class, a teacher may not be able to provide learning stories to support each individual child in their learning. Blatchford (2021) concluded that having more students has an effect on the feedback and support that teachers have for each child. Learning stories would require time to document. If there is a larger class, more time would need to be spent on marking and planning (Blatchford, 2021). 
The Donaldson report concluded that to implement the new curriculum, challenges such as assessment and pedagogy should be tackled (Welsh Government, 2015b). Children may not fit in the stereotypical assignment system. Having English as an additional language can influence children’s learning. Despite this, the Welsh Government (2018) note that the stage of English language acquisition may not affect academic ability. The Bell Foundation (2024) explains that schools should consider children’s understanding when assessing children with English as an additional language. It is beneficial for practitioners to use an English as an additional language assessment framework as children may misunderstand assessments. The Welsh Government (2018) explains how in Welsh curriculum, practitioners are encouraged to use the 5-stage model of language acquisition when considering the assessment of students with English as an additional language. Practitioners are encouraged to promote equity in assessments as not all children have had the same opportunity for learning (Murillo and Hidalgo, 2017). When practitioners take these considerations into account, their results from assessment may be a more accurate representation of a child’s learning as they would have had equal opportunity. Children come from diverse backgrounds and may have had different experiences; therefore, it is beneficial for practitioners to consider how to assess children fairly. It suggested that practitioners should use several types of assessment to evaluate learning. A variety of assessment methods can be used to reflect curriculum-based learning (Welsh Government, 2015a).
Section 3 
With the new curriculum being implemented it is confusing time for us as practitioners. When implementing a play-based curriculum we should consider outdoor learning. Outdoor learning plays a part in enriching the curriculum (Scottish Government, 2010). Therefore, we should provide the opportunity for children to explore the outdoors and experience all the things it has to offer. Explorative play presents children with option to analyse environments and self-assess risk. Despite this, McCormack et al. (2023) note a decline in risky play. So perhaps we are not providing enough opportunity for this. Emphasis has been placed on children having the opportunity to play and learn outdoors (UK Government, 2012). This is due to the many benefits that an outdoor environment can have on children’s learning and their well-being. From my experiences, when children engage in outdoor play, they also develop an understanding of the world around them. 
Additionally, practitioners are keen to promote children’s holistic development, and this can be done through outdoor learning. Marjanen, Ornellas and Mantyen (2016) explains how the holistic view of the child highlights the importance of developing as an individual, regarding their emotional, cognitive, and psychic development. UNICEF (no date) explain children have the right to access to play and have access to the outdoors. This shows practitioners the requirements of meeting the individual needs of the child. Outdoor learning, children can develop independence and confidence through their exploration and experiences of challenges faced within their play. Other countries encourage children to use exploration to promote their independence when following the curriculum. Te Whāriki place value on supporting children so they can develop their confidence (New Zealand Government, 2024). When children are supported this way, practitioners are assisting in children’s holistic development by making them feel valued and supported. Similarly, forest schools take a child-led approach and place value on outdoor learning experiences for holistic development (Cottrell and Cotrell, 2020). Forest schools require frequent and long-term learning opportunities and through these experiences, children can self-assess risk and make their own choices (Harris, 2021). This corresponds with curricula used in the United Kingdom as it places emphasis on outdoor learning experiences. 
Social and academic advantages to children are outlined to practitioners in the foundation phase curriculum. Curricula explains the significance of outdoor learning in providing explorative learning experiences which promote risk taking and imagination (Welsh Government, 2009). Outdoor play also supports the four purposes of the curriculum for Wales which is what teachers strive to achieve. Children can take the lead in their learning which assists in developing social skills, teamwork skills and critical thinking skills, this supports the enterprising and creative contributors as well as ambitious, capable learners (Welsh Government, 2015c). Not only are children benefitted in developing within their learning but also their health and well-being. As practitioners, promoting a child’s health and well-being is vital. If children have access to play in an outdoor environment, it promotes better sleep, cognitive function and physical fitness and motor skills. Consequently, children can be educated on all aspects of the four purposes in their outdoor learning. Practitioners can play the role of educating the children on what the four purposes are and provide them with opportunities to reflect on their learning to consider how their learning relates to the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2015c). As a result of this, children are provided with independence in their outdoor learning and time to reflect on their learning so we can assess their understanding.
Unstructured outdoor play provides children with opportunities to use their imagination. However, additional loose parts can be provided in the outdoor environment to develop play and specific skills. Loose parts provide opportunities for children to be creative and use their imagination as their uses can be endless (McCormack et al., 2023). 
Despite the substantial advantages that play in the outdoor environment provides, not all practitioners use it. There are some practitioners who are wary of outdoor learning, this may be due to the risks associated with being in the outdoors (O’Brien and Murray, 2007). Risk and possible hazards should be considered before allowing children to have those outdoor play experiences to ensures children are protected from harm. Practitioners should understand the importance of the children’s safety. Institute for outdoor learning (2023) states children should have access to outdoor play experiences within a safe and manageable environment. 
The likely challenges associated in child-led play encourage children to use critical thinking skills to overcome them in a positive, safe environment. If a child is having difficulty with a particular task, they may find solutions to their problem by asking their peers for help. Consequently, their resilience is promoted without adult intervention. Owen, Priest and Kotze (2022) state that teamwork skills are promoted in outdoor learning. Children can collaborate and discuss their skills and their ideas and as a result, may have a clearer understanding of the roles and responsibilities individuals have in a team. 
 Adaptable and patient practitioners are needed for these learning experiences, if a practitioner is too involved in the outdoor play experiences and does not have trust in a child’s abilities, it is possible that the child will not have enough independence to develop their learning. Dyment (2005 cited in Prince, 2019) noted that outdoor learning was not used due to lack of teacher confidence. It is stated to early years practitioners that they should function as enablers in children’s learning. The curriculum places value on enabling adults that support learners by providing emotionally safe environments and respecting their feelings and choices (Welsh Government, 2021). 
Overcoming barriers to outdoor learning is essential (Scottish Government, 2010). Accessibility may be an issue. Some may not have a large outdoor space that they would deem to be an effective for outdoor learning. However, there are ways to work around these problems. It is useful to communicate with the local community so see if there are any amenities within the community that can accommodate outdoor learning (Scottish Government, 2010). There is also a value in having an outdoor yard, it is an outdoor space and with loose parts could provide these outdoor learning experiences. There may be concerns about how to implement curriculum and outdoor learning, but they can be used in unison (Scottish Government, 2010). Real-life situations can be provided in an outdoor environment to develop knowledge and understanding through practical learning. 
To conclude, we have seen how outdoor learning plays a vital role in enriching the curriculum so should consider this when implementing the curriculum. We should question whether we are providing the children in our settings with enough outdoor experience if not, what is holding us back?
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