Early Years Curricula	ECEY6010C	Word Count:
“Critically analyse the implementation of play based early years curricula referring to evaluative research evidence and reports”
In 2008, the Welsh Government decided to implement its own educational curriculum. The system would replace the traditional methods of teaching children between the ages of three and seven with a more effective system. This redesigned curriculum 'The foundation phase' would incorporate a 'play-based' approach (Welsh Government, 2019) in order to encourage less formal learning methods. By incorporating play-based learning, it is becoming more active and participatory, as opposed than being primarily age-related and based on cultural norms. 
There is an argument to be made that this is supposed to aid in the development of young children, since it is widely held that when children play, they are able to learn new skills and concepts, they are able to develop problem-solving skills, and they are able to develop a sense of creativity and teamwork (Bredekamp & Copple, 1986; Bertram & Pascal, 2002). In addition to this, a variety of studies have shown that play can reduce stress, anxiety, and improve academic performance (Grossman, 1996; Benson & Haith, 2009). Moreover, this approach fosters the development of a collaborative relationship between practitioners and young children, so that children can become creative thinkers as a result of the play they engage in (Else, 2014; Mooney, 2000). There are a number of challenges and complexities that can be faced when introducing a play-based learning system to Wales. By examining research that has been carried out in order to assess the effectiveness of this phase, it is possible to make a more accurate assessment (Gullo, 2005). A similar revised curriculum has been analysed internationally in addition to the national curriculum.
According to Waters (2016), an article he wrote discussed the difficulties encountered during the implementation of the foundation phase and the problems that were encountered as a result. Staffing and workforce management may be two of the possible risks and challenges associated with the switch from a traditional curriculum to a play-based curriculum. Based on the findings, the transition process should be mature and sensitive (Broström, 2007), in order to avoid repeating the mistakes made in the past curriculum. A lack of theoretical foundations in play-based education can also lead to inconsistent practice as a result of a lack of appropriate training and understanding of the philosophy behind play-centered education.
As a result, practitioners who do not adhere to the revised method and who do not understand the purpose of curriculum reform are undermining both its objectives and the rights of children. According to Article 31 of the UNCRC, every child has a right to engage in play at any age (Unicef, 2019). Considering this, it could be concluded that the curriculum must be implemented consistently. This is because it must have proper personnel training and funding for more staff in order to ensure that it is beneficial to children in the long run. By doing so, it will become more coherent and child-centered and as a result, it will be more effective. The process of increasing a child's participation and well-being is far more engaging and effective when everyone is on board with the early years' method of teaching (Fattore, Mason & Watson, 2007; Howard & McInnes, 2013).
However, there are some stakeholders who believe that this is an idealized theory of in-depth training for staff and exemplary funding that isn't entirely appropriate to the reality of the workplace. As Thomas and Lewis (2016) point out in their study, the foundation phase has a significant impact on the expenditures of many schools. There would be no difference in the budget of a school with fewer experienced employees compared to a similar-sized school with better-trained employees who would have a similar budget. As a result, many settings could benefit from the addition of more individual budgets to the curriculum (BERA, 2003).
This is because it may be necessary to take staffing costs into account before this curriculum can prove to be effective. It has been shown in some studies that certain settings will struggle to find funding if their staff are highly experienced and well-trained, for the simple reason that they earn more money (Moorhead, 2016).
There may have been a time when providing high-quality practitioners to children could have had an indefinite benefit for them, but now it has become a potential disadvantage for them. As a result, in order for this revised curriculum to be as effective as possible, salaries and funding may be a crucial component to consider. This is because of the inherent complications of putting this curriculum in place in the first place. There may be a solution to the difficulties related to the curriculum changes that have just been mentioned by significantly increasing funding per pupil. However, this may not be seen as an obvious solution. There has been an increase in it as a result of the foundation phase, but in comparison to Finland, which has known for many years that a play-based education system is highly effective in the early years of children's development (Gonczy, 2013), they have almost four thousand pounds more per pupil than they do in Wales (Statista, 2022; Taylor et al., 2015).
There is no way to resolve the staffing and budget issues without more funding. It is likely that, if this updated curriculum is not implemented properly, the benefits will not be maximized. In addition, there may be other issues that arise as a result (Moorhead, 2016). Despite this, there is also the Reggio Emilia approach, which has a great deal in common with the foundation phase, as well as approaches in Scandinavian countries. Additionally, they recognize and understand that the early years are a vital point in a child's life when it comes to learning and development (Goswami & Bryant, 2007). Considering them to be sponges absorbing knowledge (Valentine, 1999). There is a lot of benefit to the Reggio Emilia approach since two practitioners are in charge of providing supervision and learning for twenty-four children, which is very similar to what happens during the foundation phase (Rinaldi, 2005). In Wales, it is likely that there will be some impact on a child's learning and development over the next few years due to the rise in class numbers and the decline in staff numbers. Based on the findings of Blatchford and Mortimore (1994), it seems that the fewer pupils per adult, the greater the likelihood of educational progress is in the future (Wightwick, 2018).
Further elaborating on the complexity of a revised curriculum, one of the biggest obstacles is not only the lack of funding, but also the time and effort it will take to implement a play-based system. As a consequence, it is pertinent to emphasize that there are a large number of settings that primarily employ activities that are led by adults, who may not fully understand the purpose of play or simply do not understand its benefits (Welsh Government, 2015; Estyn, 2011). Accordingly, practitioners play a crucial role in the effectiveness of the foundation phase being implemented, when they do not adhere to or believe in the theory of a play-based curriculum (Foundation Years, 2012). The evidence shows that some practitioners in Wales are still using traditional methods, refusing to adopt the revised system of the foundation phase, and in doing so, they are potentially endangering the progress and development of the children (Waters, 2016; Welsh Government, 2014). 
As a result, training, communication, and understanding are going to play an increasingly significant role in the future. In order to avoid delivering a watered-down version of the foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2014; McInnes et al., 2011; Waters, 2016), there must be a commitment and belief that play contributes significantly to a child's development (Leggett & Newman, 2017; Deiner, 2010). As a result of this evidence, it can be inferred that consistency across the board is one of the most critical areas to improve in the foundation phase. This is necessary for success. If we do not introduce a coherent curriculum into our schools, we run the risk of formalizing education too early for our children. The foundation phase was introduced and was intended to be used by children between the ages of three and seven. There is a possibility that teachers are still overly concerned about national literacy testing and standardised tests as a result of the traditional understanding of the old curriculum when they should be focusing on play-based learning (Welsh Government, 2014; Soler & Miller, 2003).
Taking inspiration from the Reggio Emilia method could help practitioners overcome this sense of insecurity when it comes to committing to the revised education policies, by treating children as active participants rather than passive recipients of instruction (Kelemen, 2019). It has been found that a teacher's role in the early years is merely one of observing and supporting, rather than taking the initiative. As a result of this, children are able to learn more independently than they would with traditional methods (Valentine, 1999). It is imperative that the practitioner fully comprehends and allows play to be free and not just be used for the purpose of keeping children entertained. Instead, play should not be viewed as a way to break from academics. Instead, it should be viewed as a way for students to be able to act freely (Boston College, 2011). This will enable them to develop critical life skills over the course of their lives. Currently, there is a growing body of evidence that shows limiting the amount of play time that children have can adversely impact their mental and social skills, which are vital in the early years of a child's life (Moyles, 2013; Brown & Patte, 2012).

“Considering the concept of the unique child, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula”
According to the Welsh Government (2014), current methods of assessing children in the Foundation Phase have both positive and negative aspects. 'Foundation Phase' Profiles have been developed to assist early years practitioners in assessing children between the ages of three and seven. As part of this phase, baseline assessments are conducted throughout the year in order to align with the results of the end-of-phase assessment. It is necessary to conduct various forms of observation and assessment, so that a developmentally appropriate curriculum can be offered to children and their unique needs can be met (Farmer-Dougan & Kaszuba, 1999; Broadhead, 2006; Welsh Government, 2017).
However, despite the traditional recognition of regular standardised assessments in education, the British Association for Early Childhood Education (2018) suggests that these assessments may negatively impact children’s learning during this foundation phase, particularly in kindergarten and reception. It is believed that these are crucial settling periods, where the purpose of the foundation phase is to improve a child's wellbeing (Meisels, & Atkins-Burnett, 2000). The practitioners are perhaps focusing too much on assessing the children rather than providing assistance and support to them. Additionally, these assessments are at risk of being unfair when conducted too early in a child's education, especially when the child has not yet adapted to full-time schooling (The British Association for Early Childhood Education, 2012; Brassard & Boehm, 2008).
According to the National Foundation for Educational Research (2019), informal assessments are helpful in the foundation phase, particularly if they are child-friendly and do not put any pressure on the child. This revised curriculum should promote learning through play as intended, and assessments can be incorporated into this approach (Davies & Hamilton, 2018). A helpful example is provided by the New Zealand government (2014), their early childhood settings and their Te Whariki curriculum policies that allow children to be assessed according to their interests and abilities, thus allowing each child to be involved in his or her own education (Sellers, 2013). In New Zealand, these assessments are used to gather information about the progress of each individual, which allows practitioners to identify areas that may require additional assistance. As informal assessments can be conducted at any time and anywhere, practitioners are able to adapt methods and assistance to meet the needs of each individual child (Kelly & Lyalls, 2009).
As part of these informal assessments, information about the children is gathered and organized into portfolios comprising work or photographs, providing a learning story that highlights the positive aspects of the child's education rather than constantly focusing on areas that need improvement (New Zealand Government, 2017). As stated by the NSPCC (2019), positive reinforcement is an effective method of promoting resilience and mental development in children at an early age. Using the concept of 'tipping the scales', the NSPCC asserts that focusing on a child's strengths and creating happy memories from an early age 'tips the scales' in favour of better outcomes. To provide children with the mental durability they will require as they age. In addition to providing parents with an insight into their child's unique abilities, positive learning stories also provide insight into the individual learning experience of their child (Alexander, 2014). Despite this, there is conflicting evidence that learning stories does not contribute to long-term development (Hamilton, 2014). As Alexander (2014) suggests, there are considerable benefits to learning stories for children, although they can be insufficient as the only means of assessment for them.
As part of the Foundation Phase assessments (Welsh Government, 2014), a stocktake was conducted, highlighting some potential complexities. Assessment methods are considered by some practitioners to be contrary to the entire philosophy of the foundation phase. Practitioners view the methodology as inconsistent in itself; a more comprehensive framework and informal assessments may be beneficial to both practitioners and children (Waters, 2016). Murray (2017) also highlights this confusion regarding the idea of testing children in the foundation phase, by suggesting that play-based thinking is still overshadowed by traditional beliefs that children need to constantly meet targets and milestones in order to please inspection authorities (Glasse, 2017), such as Estyn, in order to please them. As a result, children's learning is hindered, and a diluted version of the foundation phase is delivered. The constant looming of assessment expectations and pressure that practitioners face makes them feel responsible for their progress, despite the belief that children learn at their own pace (Donaldson, 2018; Welsh Government, 2009; Clift, Stagnitti & DeMello, 2000).
Despite the concept of a unique child, there are still expectations for goals and achievement during the Foundation phase (Murray, 2017). There is still a strong focus on traditional assessment standards in the foundation phase. This is in addition to a national fixation on what a child should be capable of at a certain age within our nation's belief system (Leggett & Newman, 2017). It is considered an integral part of child development when a child is tested for understanding of topics as well as the desire to raise standards (Arndt & Tesar, 2015; Estyn, 2018).
In reviewing the Welsh Assembly Government's (2009) assessment methods, we can note that children's progress has been fairly well tracked when comparing their ages with developmental stages in the previous Key Stage 1 methods for the early years prior to the foundation phase. It should be noted, however, that they do pose some issues for the wellbeing of children because they are under pressure to progress at a certain pace during the foundation phase (O'Prey et al., 2019; Welsh Government, 2015; Conkbayir &Pascal, 2015). Even so, practitioners are still expected to perform statutory assessments using a scoring system based on age. 
The implementation of a curriculum that cherishes a child's unique abilities and embraces their own skills while opposing traditional assessments has, therefore, created a paradox (Murray, 2017; Veazey, 2018). As a result of the contradictory nature of this revised curriculum, a revised and updated version titled 'Successful Futures' will be implemented in Wales in 2022. By adopting a play-based, child-centered policy, it will essentially maintain the core beliefs on which the Foundation Phase was founded, but it will essentially change the assessment process (Donaldson, 2015). 
The difference between this curriculum and the current assessment approach is that assessments will still be included, but they will only be used to improve a child's learning. Assuming that they are healthy progression steps rather than milestones to be achieved (Glasse, 2017). In terms of young children and their education, this is a positive step forward (Barnett, Macmann & Carey, 1992; British Association for Early Childhood Education, 2012). In a similar fashion to Estonia, where early childhood education is intended to prepare children for school, where policies focus on social and emotional development, as well as the absence of standardised testing and publication of school results in national league tables, similar to the UK (Tamtik & Kirss, 2016). Furthermore, Singapore also cherishes the idea of the abolition of testing and exams for primary school children up to second grade. Their view is that education should be viewed as a unique experience and not as a competition (Reimers, 2021; Glasse, 2017).
As far as promoting children's understanding of their own culture is concerned, the foundation phase has shown improvement. Sharing a commitment to promoting children's understanding of their own and other cultures. It also enhances a child's understanding of how to celebrate others, which has been demonstrated to improve social awareness and understanding. A young child should be taught empathy and compassion (Soler and Miller, 2003; Veazey, 2018).  
The types of assessments are imperative in order to learn from the issues of the foundation phase as we move forward with the Successful Futures curriculum. Play-based assessments have the potential to incorporate specific procedures and materials required for various types of assessments (Barnett et al., 2008). However, Athanasiou (2007) suggests that toys, crayons, dolls, and natural materials can be used to assess children's mental development without having to invest heavily in specific equipment (Frey & Kaiser, 2011). The ability to conduct assessments at low costs and anywhere allows children to use their play areas freely (Cooper, 2015) . Practitioners can elicit the behaviour and assessments that are necessary to determine progress (Cherney et al., 2003)
Especially through pretend play with peers or alone, and children using their imagination, children can demonstrate higher development patterns in their own way. Thus, play plays an influential role in their development (Bennett, Wood & Rogers, 1997). Salvia, Ysseldyke and Bolt (2007) indicate that this form of assessment is extremely relevant because it provides practitioners with a diagnostic framework that enables practitioners to determine a child's unique capabilities and skills, as well as their feelings (Kelly & Lyalls, 2009). In addition to improving the mental health of children, moving away from standardised testing could have a direct impact on practitioners as well (Popham, 1999; Sherrington, 2018).
To ensure that the successful futures curriculum is truly beneficial, practitioners must remain vigilant when children are playing. The responsibility lies with them for ensuring that children are provided with a free, safe environment in which to develop. For the new curriculum to be of maximum benefit to the unique child (McCall & Craft, 2000), Wales may need to increase the supply of teachers with a lower number of newly qualified teachers (Moorhead, 2016). For early childhood educators to conduct informal assessments correctly and understand the concept and system in place, they should receive specialized training (Cable, Miller & Drury, 2012; Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2013).

















“Write a blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum changes”
As of 2014, the OECD has observed progress in Welsh Government efforts to adopt a play-based curriculum, invest in updated education policies, and engage key stakeholders in a collaborative process. Consequently, we have observed a commitment to improving teaching and learning in Welsh schools that may have been influenced by the Nordic approach to their educational system. In Finland, for example, educational policies have been proven to be successful with a cooperative approach heavily focused on play in the early years (Hyvonen, 2011; Dunlop, 2007). The Welsh government is striving to achieve the same results, and for good reason. Our country, however, does have some disadvantages when it comes to implementing play-based curriculums compared to Nordic countries. Many people, including parents and educators, do not consider play to be educational. Although this method has many advantages for students of all ages, parents may disagree with it. It reflects the reality that numerous families experience through their understanding of how the traditional curriculum works, regardless of the fact that it is considered a negative perspective. 
However, it is imperative to note that families in Wales do not receive the same social care for their young children as provided in Finland. Their care, for example, is far superior to that which our children receive in Wales. Their benefits include paid maternity leave for mothers for four months and paid paternity leave for fathers for two months. In addition, there are an additional five months of paid leave for couples to divide as they see fit. Further, after this period of leave has expired, one of the parents is entitled to receive payment for leave to stay at home with their child. Once the child reaches the age of three, they can return to work in the same position. One statistic from a recent OECD report is that Finland is the only country in the developed world where fathers spend more time with school-aged children than mothers. Finland believes fathers play a crucial role in child development. Compared to a dystopian Wales where our paternity leave is a hefty fifteen days, the Nordic countries represent a near-mythical paradise of gender equality and family harmony, where both parents have adequate maternity leaves to ensure a well-nourished child. 
Play-based curriculums must be considered in light of factors such as these, even though they are not directly related to the implementation of a curriculum at a school, since they occur before the child attends school. However, the first 1,000 days of a child's life are a very critical period for their potential and vulnerability. Sagastui, Herrán & Anguera (2021) suggest the importance on the way in which mothers and children are nourished and cared for during this period profoundly influences how they are able to grow, learn, and thrive (Abbott, 2005). It is during the first 1,000 days that a child's brain grows and develops, laying the foundation for a lifetime of good health (Gradovski, 2019) . As a result of the comparison between Finland and Wales, it is likely that their children have been exposed to a stronger foundation before entering compulsory education (Brodie, no date), which may provide significant advantages when implementing play-based curriculums.
The Nordic countries have found that play-based learning is effective (Hyvonen, 2011). There is no such luxury available to Welsh families, so the results of the implementation of this curriculum in the UK will likely be less impressive in comparison. It is due to the fact that aspects of a young family receiving social support are substantially different in the United Kingdom. As a result, what can we do to adapt to the current situation in order to ensure the child receives the maximum benefit from this redesigned curriculum?
Grey (2015) suggests that children would be less likely to experience developmental delays if play were sometimes devoted to practicing basic life skills self-motivatedly. The notion of play being child-centered places us in the paradoxical position of accepting triviality in order to benefit from the profound effects of play (Moyles, 2005). There is, however, the possibility that a significant number of children will be mentally underdeveloped and will lack basic life skills and knowledge as a result. As a result, they are years behind their peers in terms of educational attainment. A key feature of this curriculum is the freedom provided to children to play without interference from adults (Fenson & Ramsay, 1980). Despite the fact that an objective is pure and beneficial for a child, there are some children who will not benefit from it. Introverted and underprivileged youth in Wales may be better served by Reggio Emilia combined with Vygotskian principles. 
Unstructured and child-centered play is an invaluable part of a child's daily routine. By emphasizing Vygotsky's zone of proximal development (1986), a teacher can provide scaffolding for a child to develop life skills they may be lacking since there are not both parents at home during maternity leave. As per Vygotsky's zone of proximal development, a child will benefit greatly from the provision of some assistance (Bodrova & Leong, 2001). To gain a better understanding of how Wales can implement a more effective play-based curriculum in schools, BBC Wales travelled to Helsinki, Finland, in order to review the Nordic countries' support system for early childhood education. In accordance with Education correspondent Ciaran Jenkins (BBC News, 2011), primary children receive a high level of emotional support at all times. Pelimannin School in Finland employs a social worker, play therapist, a nurse, and a psychologist. According to this theory, every child can achieve high levels of educational achievement regardless of their family circumstances (Bonetti, 2018). It is noteworthy that Finland has fewer variations between its most and least able students than in other countries. Further, this illustrates the advantages and support that their children enjoy in comparison with Welsh students.
There are a number of lessons to be learned from Finland's success in education. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that they will succeed in implementing a revised curriculum overnight in Wales by appealing to politicians seeking immediate results. In the opinion of Reijo Laukkanen, a nation cannot suddenly trust and fund its teachers. If results improve, trust may develop. In spite of this, it is unlikely that our results will be significant enough to support more support for our children in Wales. This is because we fail to consider some of these key factors. We cannot ask the government for a substantial increase in funds when we do not have the necessary evidence to support our request.
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