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Section 1

The Foundation Phase Curriculum for Wales replaced ‘Desirable Outcomes’ for three – five-year-olds and ‘Key Stage 1’ for five – seven year olds, central to the curricula reform was the well-being, personal and social development and cultural diversity areas of leaning (Aasen and Waters, 2006).

The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum for children aged three -seven year olds in Wales, it advocates a developmental, experiential, play based approach to teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2015). The overarching vision for children is to learn through a play-based approach with an emphasis on personal development and wellbeing. The Foundation Phase was progressively implemented in stages beginning in 2004 and made its final roll out to all schools in Wales by 2010. The Foundation Phase seven areas of learning are delivered through practical activities and active learning experiences both indoors and outdoors. The Foundation Phase Profile has been designed to line up with assessments carried out by health professionals to support early identification of possible developmental delay or additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2017). 
The Foundation Phase uses summative assessment tools, through observations and formative assessments, a holistic picture of children’s development and abilities within key areas can be built (NDNA, 2019). Since September 2015 it has been a statutory requirement to use the Compact Profile at baseline. One of the advantages of the Foundation Phase curriculum is recognising children develop at different stages even more so in their formative years (three to seven years), with this in mind the children are focused on individual goals that are appropriate to their stage of learning as opposed to focusing solely on age-related outcomes (OGL, 2018).
The implementation of the Foundation Phase signalled a move away from UK central government education policy with a focus on a less formal approach to teaching in early years. Concerns over formal approaches to learning in school settings before the child is ready could have negative result on a child’s development (Goodman and Sianesi, 2005). Drawing on evidence of successful early years programmes such as Te Whariki (New Zealand), Reggio Emilia (Italy) approach and Forest school (Scandinavia) programmes it was evidenced that experiential play-based approaches resulted in higher outcomes of attainment as opposed to more formal approaches (OGL, 2018: Welsh Government 2013). 

As far back as the 19th century Fredrick Froebel constructed the pedagogy and practice of early childhood curriculum with a focus on play, he recognised first-hand experiences could transfer into symbolic experiences which lead to higher levels of functioning (Bruce, 2011). 
Drawing on international research the Foundation Phase Curriculum for Wales is under pinned by constructivist theories of learning and play-based approach to teaching and learning (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Educators also drew attention to how a child engages within the setting in which the curriculum is set.  Vygotsky (1978) socio constructivism is a variety of cognitive constructivism that emphasizes the collaboration of a child’s development. Vygotsky believed through social interactions children learn from one and other (Vygotsky, 1978). The Foundation Phase aims to promote a balance of child-initiated and teacher led activities through a socio-constructivist approach to learning (Morgan, 2010). Careful planning on teaching and learning strategies can ensure a better learning experience and learning outcome (Lai, 2018).
Te Whariki is the National Curriculum approach for early years settings in New Zealand, it also considered by Vygotsky’s and Froebel’s approach to learning (Soler and Miller, 2003), this framework draws upon real-life experiences of flax weaving as a central area of learning, within the central theme of a woven mat are interweaving principles and goals into different patterns and programmes which individual settings can develop to address their own particular learning situations (Ministry of Education, 2017). Te Whariki curriculum is viewed as a complex and rich experiential process arising out of the child’s interactions with the physical and social environments (Soler and Miller, 2003). The approach emphasises on a child centred approach and advocates a balance of child- initiated and practitioner- directed activities within the indoor and outdoor environment (Nursery world, 2015). The Foundation Phase curricula took inspiration from Te Whariiki holistic approaches to teaching and drew upon the success of this curriculum to implement strands within the Foundation Phase (WISERD, 2016). 

Additionally, a research study involving 287 pupils some of whom were taught reading skills from age five and others who started reading at the age of seven, results concluded that although initially reading skills differed between the two groups by the time the children were age ten the later starters on formal reading had no long-term disadvantages in decoding and reading fluency (Suggate, Schaughency and Reese, 2012). Forest Schools programmes and pedagogical content to learners emerged from Scandinavian approach, Forest schools’ programmes are strongly inclined to traditional natural play and movement where children do not start formal learning till seven years old, studies have established these setting to have positive impacts on children’s resilience, confidence and well being (Blackwell, no date).  Scandinavian research recognise play and negotiations within play are of great importance to the developing child, as children absorb themselves in real play, they are developing their cognitive competence (Stroli and Sandseter, 2019). Furthermore, neuroscientific studies also agree, play can be a powerful tool in igniting stimulus to lifelong learning and critical thinking development (Whitebread and Bingham, 2013). Studies conducted showed through play growth of more connections between neurons takes place, particularly in the frontal lobe – this being the part of the brain which is responsible for higher mental functions (Pellis and Pellis, 2009). 

The Foundation Phase relies on teachers taking an active, participatory role in children’s play and to facilitate environments that supports children’s play and exploration to build on the children’s interest (Water, 2016). The opportunity for play should be presented in many forms within the setting, a range of resources should be used and selected to support children learning indoors and outdoors, they should be set out in an organised way that makes them easy for children to access and investigate. Structured play sessions should be planned following children’s interest to extend learning and child-initiated play should give children freedom and choice to engage with activities they choose for themselves (Ofsted, 2015).

A positive impact reported from the Foundation Phase independent review was that children’s attitudes to learning were found to be more independent in particular with boys being more engaged with their learning (Welsh Government, 2014: Estyn, 2019-2020). Following learning interest of children within the Foundation Phase play pedagogy can contribute to a more engaged, motivated and learning experience for children. (Harackiewicz, et al. no date).

The Welsh Government developed the Foundation Phase curriculum around play pedagogy, however, there has been particular concern with practitioners’ understandings of play and how this might influence their pedagogical interactions with children (McInnes et al. 2011). Bennett et al. (1997) states the type of early years setting experienced by children may be determined by the practitioners understanding of play and how it should be accessed. Practitioners’ different ideas and expectations on play has had an impact on the successful implementation on the Foundation Phase. The pedagogical approach emphasises the significance of ‘shared beliefs’ and highlights the importance of practitioners being proactive in systematically reflecting an evaluating their work (Maynard, Morgan and Waters, 2010: Ridgeway and Quinones, 2014). However, Morgan (2010) reports play is not clearly defined within the Foundation Phase.
Welsh Government (2014) stocktake of the Foundation Phase also highlights evidence of concerns from practitioners that the Foundation Phase was not being implemented effectively across the whole of the country pointing to tension between play based approach and more formal assessments. Concerns generated by International Student Assessment (PISA, 2009) identified low literacy and numeracy scores and the Literacy and Numeracy Framework was established. The Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) was introduced in September of 2013, this introduced national assessments in literacy and numeracy for five-fourteen-year-olds, this however brought back more formal teaching with the focus shifting from experiential play (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Concerns reported by ‘Successful Futures’ independent review also expressed concerns of continuity in primary education and acknowledges the need for more training for staff to provide knowledge and expectations on how the curriculum should be delivered (Donaldson, 2015). Waters (2015) suggests to better implement the Foundation theoretical and practical understanding of how children learn in a play-based manner while supported by adults who have a critical role to play in that learning need to be addressed. Welsh Government (2015) Evaluation of the Foundation Phase reported changes to practice were dependent on individuals’ attitudes and interpretations of the Foundation Phase rather than systematic factors.
An independent review led by Professor Graham Donaldson published the Successful Futures document in February 2015, 68 recommendations were made, it is documented ‘where assessment become dominated by processes the consequences for children learning can be damaging’ (Donaldson, 2015). Recommendations have driven a fundamental change in education system in Wales with the reform of the ‘New Curriculum’. The New curriculum will be phased in from September 2022 and will include all children aged three to sixteen. Children will be assessed through progression steps, this aims to provide more flexibility and provide progression steps to each child’s individual needs (Welsh Government, 2020)
The intention of the new curriculum is to move away from a highly prescriptive framework to one that focuses on the diverse needs of children and one where teachers are in the position of autonomy to design and develop curricula relevant to specific needs of each child (Welsh Government, 2019).

Section 2 
Assessments play a crucial role in revealing a child’s prior knowledge and developmental concepts and also provides a basis for teachers to plan activities to develop future learning and development (Bowman et al. 2001). Siraj-Blatchford (2004) states teaching practice should assess children’s performance to ensure children are challenged at the right level suitable to individual needs, these observations allow teachers to differentiate their teaching. 
From September 2015 in Wales teachers are required to carry out a statutory baseline assessment of all pupils within six weeks of a child starting reception class (children aged between four and five years old). The assessment used by teachers must use the Foundation Phase Profile, the profile is based on observations and formative assessments to establish a baseline of a child’s development, this information will be used to help teachers plan the next steps of learning for this child (Welsh Government, 2019). Baseline assessments are a valuable and a useful tool in gaging a child’s prior knowledge, however, as children start school from Sept this means these tests could potentially be carried out on one child that has just turned four and another child who is five years old giving an unfair advantage to some children and early labelling (Wolfendale, 1993). It can also be said that baseline assessments can sometimes be carried out by a class assistant who has limited knowledge of the child, it may disadvantage a child’s outcomes if a test is taking on a day where the child may have other home or social issues going on that may prevent or distract them from performing at their best (Siraj-Blatchford, et al. 2005). Baseline assessments are submitted to the Welsh Government as part of the national data collection (Welsh Government (2019) to provide a true reflection of the abilities of children in Wales it is essential to deliver assessments correctly. Within the Foundation Phase Profile assessment is based on observations and formative assessment to establish a baseline, it consists of a compact profile and a full profile. Chivers (2002) states using observations as a method of assessment can build a whole picture of a child abilities which can give a more accurate and more secure baseline. Both the compact and full profile contain skills ladders which are used to produce expected ages of development aligned to related outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015). O’Loughlin (2009) suggest the disadvantage with this is we are assuming all children develop in a predetermined way, however that is not the case, children are unique, and learning is not always linear. Welsh Government (2013) evaluation of the Foundation Phase also points out that the strong influence of adopting a play-based approach can feel contradicted to practitioners in relation to an extensive and detailed language and literacy skills program and mathematical development outcomes criteria. Bennett (2006) argues the main purpose of the Foundation Phase is to develop children well being and positive relationships to learning rather than objectives relating to levels. 
The New Curriculum for Wales is due to be implemented in all maintained schools in Wales from September 2022, the aim is to move away from phases and age related norms and develop a continuum of learning from three to sixteen year olds, the New Curriculum will focus more on progress steps rather than age related norms, the advantages of this is to provide a more accurate picture of how the child is progressing along the continuum with a broader range outcomes rather than judging the child on the closet best fit as is the case with the current Foundation Phase, the New Curriculum recognises that learning experiences will differ between children with stops, detours and spurts along the journey of learning (Welsh Government, 2019). Focusing more on stages rather ages has been part of the American education system since the mid-nineteenth century, teaching children as a cross-grade group as a whole and emphasizing individual progress (Lloyd, 1999). The advantages found in this teaching strategy is that practitioners have increased motivation to focus on the progress of individual children’s developmental needs rather than moving through adopted textbooks style teaching and more rigid outcomes, in addition to this the benefit to the child is establishing an environment where children are challenged to their own knowledge and abilities without the pressure of feeling left behind or not being pushed to their full potential (Aina, 2001). 
Progression steps outcomes in the New Curriculum are used on an ongoing basis to support the teacher to keep on track of learning progression, this will help support future planning, report concerns to parents and agree next steps for individual children (Welsh Government, 2019). Foundation Phase levels is being changed so that leaners can be assessed in a way that better suits our rapidly changing world (Welsh Government, 2019a) The New Curriculum approach will gives flexibility to head teachers to develop their own approaches to assessment and learning, these achievement outcomes should be set against each of the new progression steps (Welsh Government, 2019). 
The New Curriculum involves an aim-driven curriculum unlike the Foundation Phase which was driven more on subject (Gatley, 2020). The tension between aim-based curriculum and subject based curriculum is the argument of providing children with a broad and balanced subject-based curriculum justified by the intrinsic value of subjects (Gatley, 2020). Today learning takes place in a much wider setting and at a much faster pace, so although many of the subjects will still be taught subjects familiar to them from the Foundation Phase Curriculum, teachers will be supported by the ‘what matters guides’ to plan lessons appropriate to the children learning stage (Welsh Government, 2019a).
The role of the practitioner within assessment is to observe children as an integral part of daily practice, these observations are valuable across all areas of learning including social interactions with peers, concentration levels, disposition to learning and emotional wellbeing (Drake, 2006). The reliability and accuracy of assessments in early years is to observe a child in situations where the child demonstrates competence in a natural setting, for example a role play shop area could be the perfect place to observe a child counting out ten objects whilst engaged in playing shops with peers, this evidence of numeric concepts is far more reliable and valid of competence rather than repeating numbers in rote fashion which is out of context (EPPI, 2004). Vygotsky’s (1978) ‘zone of proximal development’ should be adopted by practitioners to scaffold the child’s learning potential, this information offers a glimpse of the child prospective next steps in their development journey. 
With greater flexibility in the New Curriculum design and delivery, practitioners may need to develop skills and improve capabilities to observe, analyse and support pupils progress (Welsh Government, 2019b). Young and Muller (2010) argue unexperienced teachers could fall behind, guidance and support available to teachers can be determined by a range of factors including some that are not within their control this may therefore be critical to the success of the reform. A lack of clarity regarding assessment within the Foundation Phase restricted staff in planning and implementing the curriculum to its full potential (Welsh Government, 2019b), head teachers will have a duty to plan assessments appropriately to support the New Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019a). 
Both the Foundation Phase Curriculum and The New Curriculum recognise a unique child, every child is unique with their own set of values, beliefs and backgrounds, Many children starting school also speak another language making English their additional language. Within assessment EAL children maybe disadvantages as their translations could be interpreted differently, this can then lead to inaccurate results (Bornman, et al. 2010). Practitioners will need to take into account bilingual learners will need not just to establish good classroom communications, it is also recognising the content of the curriculum and the relationship to language and power (Naldic, 2011).


Section 3
As a practitioner for many years, I have often wondered where I stand on taking children outside regardless of the weather, from my experience some teachers say yes others say no, some teachers say children will become poorly from being out in the cold and rain and whilst I would never take children out in extreme weather, a little bit of the wet and cold weather can actually offer many benefits.
Within the Foundation Phase Handbook information provides practitioners on making the most of using the outdoor environment, it has been researched that the outdoors offers unique opportunities for children to be spontaneous, creative, and to take risks (Welsh Government, 2009). However, Blenkin and Whitehead (1988, quoted in Bilton, 1994, p.34) argue the most neglected area within the curriculum is the use of the environment as a setting for learning. Research suggests practitioners tend to use the outdoors in a limited way with little evidence of sustained shared thinking (Maynard and Waters (2007). There can be resistance from practitioners on duty in taking children outside in bad weather due to extra risk factors, such as a child slipping on the wet floor or catching a cold, seeing their role to police and supervise, it is deemed to be viewed by practitioners that play time is a time for their own break where they chat with other adults and relax from duties (Bilton 2012).
One of the key elements in the Foundation Phase Curriculum is learning through play (Welsh Government, 2015), this allows children to develop thinking skills, gives opportunities for children to use their whole body and develop this gross motor skills and develops a sense of independence (Lai, et al. 2018). Playing in the outdoors offers opportunities and unique experiences that cannot be experienced indoors, some of these experiences can be seen as ‘risky play’. Risky play occurs when children are testing their own boundaries, challenging themselves both physically and mentally (Brussoni, No date). Research suggests this ‘risky play’ can have benefits for a child’s health and well-being, (Stephenson, 2003). Taking risk teaches a child of danger, it allows them to understand their own capabilities, this may either challenge them to pursue and master their chosen activity or to decide that the risk is too great for them and to pursue another activity, either way they are decision making and building resilience (Sanseter, 2007). In a study involving children’s abilities to assess risk, children were observed in a virtual street crossing task, results showed children who had been exposed to risky play scenarios were able to assess the situation better making better judgements when cross the road reducing the chance of injury (Brundy, 2019). Exposure to acceptable risk is a fundamental part of outdoor play and learning, practitioners need to be aware of acceptable risks and manage this appropriately (Welsh Government, 2009). Children cannot gain these skills effectively without access and exposure to the outside environments. 
It is worth reminding practitioners, children from deprived backgrounds maybe limited to the amount of time they have to play freely in the outdoors, school maybe they’re only setting where they can access space that is safe and free from dangers. These play opportunities are valuable in allowing opportunity for a child to enjoy their childhood despite their home disadvantages (Long, 2016). Not only this but children are now spending a considerable time more on electrical devices, this makes it even more so vital to create play opportunities that increase physical activity, alongside this it will also promote both competence and autonomy, which will result in genuine skill development, promote self-confidence and well being (Kinsner, no date).
One of the biggest changes to the New Curriculum for Wales (2019) is the AOLE Health and wellbeing which identifies the importance of outdoor learning and experiences. Not only has access to the outdoors been recognised to positively impact children’s attitudes, beliefs and learning, it also gives practitioners an ideal opportunity to observe children behaviours, recognising strengths and weakness. Observations of children engaged in self-directed play can be significant in identifying children who’s needs are not being met. Research suggests a depressed child can show fragmented behaviour in free play, these observations can be a vital clue in identifying a child’s needs (Lous, 2014). The United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) Article 31 states children have the right to play, UNCRC recognise play opportunities are an important aspect of childhood (Holland, 2018). 
Scandinavian countries allow children to play freely outside at every opportunity. Even in winter children will be wrapped up warm and sent to forest schools, research suggests these children are found to be fitter and more attentive with better motors skills (Bentsen, 2013). There are many health benefits associated with being in the outdoors, as we are currently experiencing a pandemic the advice is that the transmission of coronavirus is significantly lower in outdoor spaces (Bilton, 2020), other health benefits include exposure to vitamin D and developing strong immune systems as children come into contact with bacteria in natural settings they build stronger immune systems.
Welsh Government (2020) New Curriculum has given recognition that school leaders and practitioners are the most relevant people to assess pupils needs and choose topics and activities that support these. With all the benefits associated with time spent outdoors regardless of the weather practitioners can create better outcomes and experiences for children’s development and well-being.
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