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Section 1

The Foundation Phase curriculum was introduced in 2010 to provide curriculum framework for children aged 3-7 years replacing the National Curriculum of early years and KS1. The Foundation Phase curriculum was designed to encourage children to be creative, imaginative and to have fun. Children are encouraged by practitioners to explore concepts and share ideas for problem solving through a hands on, experiential curriculum (Welsh Government 2015).

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). The Foundation Phase curriculum placed the child at the centre and learning to take place through hands on activities and play (Welsh Government 2015).

According to Lego Foundation (2018) the most important time for human development is between birth and eight years old. Play is an intrinsically motivated activity that can take any forms (Swindells and Stagnetti 2006). During this time the development of cognitive skills, emotional well-being, physical and mental health and social competence are the foundations for future success and last into adulthood. The speed of the development of these skills during this time (Lego Foundation 2018). Play provides a supportive environment where children can ask questions, solve problems and engage in critical thinking. Play can expand children’s thinking and enhance their desire to know and to learn. Play is an essential part of a child’s life. Through play children have opportunities to explore the world, interact with others (Copple and Brekekamp 2009). Play is the activity that is most supportive to the development in children (Bodrova and Leong 2001). Engaging in play provides a holistic approach to a child’s development (Welsh government 2015). 


The Foundation Phase Curriculum is based a play and hands on learning underpinned by constructive theorists of Piaget (1972). Piaget’s constructivist theory is based on the belief that children are active participants who construct learning by interacting with their environment and making connections between new experiences
and previous learning.
The foundation Phase is also supported by social constructivist theories of Vygotsky (1978).  Vygotsky (1978) explains that through social interaction and communication with adults or more knowledgeable peers (more knowledgeable others) children can achieve higher levels of understanding than they would have achieved independently. Vygotsky (1978) also explain that the gap between the gap between what children can achieve unaided and what they can achieve with support and guidance he called the ‘Zone of Proximal development’. Children engaged in play are developing and understand of the context of the activity, rehearsing and practicing a skill, problem solving and creative thinking. This understanding support practitioners to implement and deliver a play-based curriculum.
The Foundation Phase also incorporated evidence of successful early years programmes such as Te Whariki (New Zealand), Reggio Emilia (Italy) approach Forest school (Scandinavia) and Montessori programmes (Welsh Government 2015). Research and evidence suggested that experiential play-based approaches resulted in higher outcomes of attainment as opposed to more formal approaches (OGL, 2018: Welsh Government 2013). The pedagogical approach was to promote a holistic approach children’s learning and development (With practitioners taking the role of learning facilitator (Welsh Government 2015).

Initial evaluations of the Foundation Phase showed children in Wales had a higher level of well-being. Children were benefiting from the move away from formal outcome-based curriculum (Welsh Government 2015). Learning that follows a child’s interest such as the Foundation Phase pedagogy can contribute to children being more motivated and engaged with learning experiences (Harackiewicz, et al No Date).
Children’s attitudes to learning were found to be more independent. Boys were more engaged with their learning (Estyn 2019: Welsh Government 2014). 

However, evidence suggested that practitioner’s knowledge and understanding on the benefits of child led play and the use of the outdoor for learning had created different levels of the Foundation Phase implementation across the country according to Welsh Government (2015a). Furthermore, research by McInnes et al. (2011) highlights concern for practitioners understanding of play and how their pedagogical interactions with children may be influenced by practitioners understanding of play. Bennett et al. (1997) suggests that the experience a child has in an early year’s setting may be determined by the practitioners understand of play and how it could be assessed.  Welsh Government (2014b) highlights evidence of concerns that practitioners understanding of the Foundation Phase was leading to fewer observations of children’s development. Some practitioners did not see the value in observing children in play to discover a child’s interest or monitor their progress (Welsh Government 2014). Concerns reported by Donaldson (2015) supported the view that more training was needed for practitioners to provide knowledge and expectations on how the curriculum should be delivered. Waters (2015) suggests that practitioners need to have a better understanding of the critical role they play in providing play-based learning to develop children. 

Furthermore, concerns about the standard of numeracy and literacy as highlighted in the OECD (2010) PISA 2009 table resulted in the introduction of the literacy and numeracy (LNF) framework was incorporated into the Foundation Phase framework in 2012 (Welsh Government 2016). However, despite the introduction of the LNF framework, Wales continued to be at the bottom of the PISA result table. Lewis (2019) reports that during an interview for the BBC, Andreas Schleicher, head of education and skills at the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) states that
     ‘It’s not just that Wales has underperformed, it’s seen its performance decline’ (Lewis 2019).
Lewis (2019) further reports that Wales education system has lost its soul and education in Wales is viewed as a commodity. Compared to Chinas curriculum that has reformed to place a great emphasis on parents’ involvement in their child’s learning with measures have been taken to address and balance inequality (OECD 2016). Resulting in four regions of China achieving top of the PISA table results in 2015 (OECD 2016). 

An education system in which all learners have an equal opportunity to reach their potential can strengthen individuals’ and societies’ capacity to contribute to economic growth and social cohesion. After its significantly lower than average performance in the 2009 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Wales in 2011 embarked on a large-scale school improvement reform aimed at improving the quality and equity of its school system (OECD 2017).
The Welsh Government decided to invite and include participants from a wide range of sectors to discuss and analyse the changes that would be need to to reform education in Wales (Carter-Davies and Bristow 2016) Participants included senior academics from across the UK, as well as representatives from the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), Estyn, the RSA, Qualifications Wales and Welsh Government (Carter-Davies and Bristow 2016). These discussions focused around four key areas. These being Curriculum reform, Initial Teacher Education and Training (ITET) and Continuing Professional Development (CPD) reform, Attainment and the attainment gap and Welsh medium education. Importance was placed on learning from what had already been discovered from the implementation of the Foundation Phase (Carter-Davies and Bristow 2016).
An independent review led by Professor Graham Donaldson “Successful Future’ (Donaldson 2015) outlined sixty-eight recommendations that would be needed to reform education in Wales. After four years of planning, discussions and feedback from academics, leaders, teachers, practitioners, unions, parents and pupils The New Curriculum for Wales was designed (Welsh Government 2020). The intention of the new curriculum focuses on the diverse needs of children and moves away from highly prescriptive frameworks. Teachers will be in a position of autonomy to design and develop the curriculum to suit the specific needs of children, locality and economic history (Welsh Government 20219). The New Curriculum framework outlines four purposes of the curriculum for ages 3-16 years. With a shared vision and aspiration for every child in Wales to be an ambitious capable learner, enterprising capable learners, ethnical informed citizens, and healthy confided individuals (Welsh Government 2020). To support the new curriculum four enabling objectives have been designed. These being professional learning, Leadership, Equality, excellence and wellbeing and evaluation, improvement and accountability (Welsh Government 2020). Welsh Government (2020) have made changes to initial teacher training and to the recruitment of teachers. All school staff are encouraged to compete their professional learning passports. These standards set by the Educational Workforce Council aims to promote continuous professional learning (Educational Workforce Council No Date). Welsh Government (2020) have placed emphasis on the importance of the leadership of a school and the involvement of the governing body. Support should be prioritised for children who are vulnerable, disadvantaged of have an ALN. Schools need to identify areas of inequality and adversity and target resources to alleviate the main cause of inequality (Welsh Government 2020). Effective self-evaluation and improvement planning will be an important part of the new curriculum. Supporting collaboration rather than competition (Welsh Government 2020). 























Section 2

Assessment in childhood is an important process that practitioners can use to understand and determine a child’s current stage of development, identify areas that need support. According to Bowman et al. (2001) assessment plays an important role in providing a basis for teachers planning, incorporating children’s current level of knowledge, understanding and future learning needs. Siraj-Blatchford (2004) states that assessing children will ensure that children are challenged at the right level. Using formative assessments and observations the Foundation Phase Profile supports practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate learning holistically (Welsh Government 2019). 

The Foundation Phased launched in 2001 provided a new approach for learning aimed at children aged three to seven years. Children in the Foundation Phase are provided with a holistic approach to learning through seven areas of learning (Welsh Government 2015). The Foundation Phase Profile was developed to support assessment of children’s development throughout the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government 2019). Statutory baseline assessments are carried out within the first six weeks of a child entering reception year using the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government 2019). The main purpose of the baseline assessment is to provide a nationally consistent baseline which aligns with end of phase outcomes. 

The Foundation Phase Profile has been designed to complement and support assessments carried out by health professional and supports early identification of possible development delay or additional learning needs. This approach aims to ensure support is given to children who need it as early as possible (Welsh Government 2015). The assessments gathered on the profile will provide useful information to everyone who is involved with a child. However, as the baseline must be complete within a set time from of a child starting compulsory school. Potentially meaning some children could begin being assessed days after turning four years old, summer born babies. Compared to others who could potentially already be five years old. Wolfendale (1993) states that this form of time frame assessments could be giving some children an unfair advantage and lead to mis understanding of a children development and early labelling. 
Furthermore, it could be argued that completing a baseline assessment during a child’s first few weeks of setting into an environment could also produce a profile that is not completely accurate or reflective of a child’s true level of development. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2005) suggest that assessments completed by an unfamiliar practitioner could lead to in accurate results recorded. Practitioners who are familiar to a child and a child’s background are better suited to complete a baseline assessment. Using observations as a method of assessment can build a whole picture of a child’s abilities. 

The current framework for assessment as part of the Foundation Phase Profile consists of skills ladders. Which are used to produce expected ages of development aligning with related outcomes of the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government 2015). However, this can be a disadvantage to children and practitioners. O’Loughlin (2009) suggest that using a method of assessment where it is assumed child development is linear is inaccurate. Children are unique and assessments carried out to understand a child’s development to provide further learning should be reflected in the ways assessments are performed. Chivers (2002) suggests that observations can produce a more accurate record of a child’s abilities and current level of development.

Children spend most of their time playing and therefore, it is a daily routine for them. Children’s play reflects their developmental level (Kelly and Lyalls 2009). According to Gullo (2005) play-based –assessment is becoming increasingly popular because they provide realistic and valid assessments for monitoring of progress. Welsh Government (2015) states observations are essential for practitioners to help understand a child’s development and needs. Through observations of play practitioners can develop an understanding of a child’s progress, involvement and enjoyment. The role of the practitioner of observing children is an integral part of early years practice. Observations by practitioners can provide evidence across all areas of learning in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government 2015). As well as social interaction with peers, concentration levels and participation, attitudes to learning and engagement and emotional well-being (Drake 2006). However, Welsh Government (2013) acknowledges that practitioners can feel conflicted as the Foundation Phase Framework has a play-based pedagogy but also contains a detailed literacy and numeracy (LNF) framework for children’s development.
The new curriculum for Wales is due to be implemented into mainstream schools in September 2022. The aim of the new curriculum is to move away from phases and age-related norms and develop a continuum of learning from three to sixteen (Welsh Government 2020). The new curriculum has evolved to provide children and practitioners with clear progression steps. This will provide a more accurate picture of how a child is progressing. Instead of placing a child in the closet fit in the current practice with the Foundation Phase. The new curriculum recognises that learning experiences will differ between children (Welsh Government 2019). Focusing on the current progression step a child is at rather that age related expectations.

The new curriculum for Wales (will support practitioners to provide a continuous learning journey for each child. The progress steps are not restricted to a year group (Welsh Government 2020).  The new curriculum provides flexibility of curriculum development that is relevant to each school’s needs. Building upon a school’s locality, geographical surrounds and local history Pupils, parents and communities are consider are valuable sources to support the curriculum development in each school (Welsh Government 2020). The role of the practitioner to act as a learning facilitator is supported by the new curriculum for Wales. This opportunity will support pupils learning in areas they interesting and stimulating, leading to practitioners being able to assess children’s development through observations. 














Section 3 
Why Outdoor Play is Important to a Childs Development?


I am a passionate believer in the benefits of the outdoor spaces to children’s physical, social, and emotional development. This blog aims to highlight the benefits to practices of using the best teacher there is for children – the outdoors.

As a practitioner for many years, I have often wondered if the natural environment is so beneficial to children why is it still underused. Many of the reason and barriers I’ve encountered from other practitioner’s centre around the fear of children hurting themselves either because of the natural landscape or the weather creating a hazardous environment.  
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Play is an important part of childhood. Plato a 16th century philosopher quotes that ‘you can learn more about a child through one hours play than you can learn in a year’s worth of conversation’ (Plato cited in Jackson 2016). By giving a child the opportunity to play on their own and with you in the natural environment, you are providing and fostering and environment perfect for discovery and learning. Having a clear understanding of a child’s current level of development.

Providing an environment where children can learn through their senses is an essential part of early years development (Ouvry 2000). Play in the outdoors is effective for learning as it provides positive feeling and motivates a child to learn (Ouvry 2000). Johnston and Nahmad-Williams (2014) defines outdoor play as ‘carefully planned outdoor environment that covers six areas of learning’. The outdoor environment can support child led free play and structured play (Johnston and Nahmad-Williams 2014).

Playing in outdoor spaces provides so many benefits to children and practitioners. By being in the outdoors children can develop physical skills. Garrick (2009) states the playing in the outdoors not only supports physical development, it also provides children with opportunities to develop their spatial awareness skills and decision making skills. As the outdoor space supports children’s independence. Nind (2003) research suggests that children who have problems with developing English language skills are more actively involved in using communications skills in outdoor play settings.  Children playing in the outdoors developed and used a variety of communication strategies to communicate their views and discoveries of the outdoors (Nind 2003). The outdoor environment supports the development of social skills.

Knight (2009) discuss the benefits of using the outdoor environment to develop children creativity, social skills and emotional well-being.  The new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2020) aims to promote children’s well-being and creativity. Practitioners in Wales need to take inspiration from the Scandinavian approach to learning in the outdoors. According to Tovey (2010) children in the UK are limited by a culture of risk aversion, risk anxiety and restrictions to the freedom of outdoor play. Welsh Government (2009) states that the outdoors offers children a unique opportunity to be spontaneous, creative and to take risks. Blenkin and Whitehead (1988) cited in Bilton (1994) argue that the most neglected area within the curriculum is the use of the outdoor environment. 

The current curriculum in Wales is based on learning through play (Welsh Government 2015). Playing outdoors provides opportunities for play that cannot be experienced indoors. Some of these play experience such as climbing tree or rolling down banks can be seen as ‘risky play’. Risky play plays a crucial role in a child discovering their own boundaries, challenging themselves physically and mentally (Brussoni No Date). Research suggests that taking risks supports the development of well-being and has health benefits (Stephenson 2003). Taking part in risky play allows a child to discovery their capabilities. This may lead to a child perusing to master a skill or understanding that a particular activity is beyond their current stage of development and find another. Through this they are developing their decision making and building resilience (Sanseter 2007). Research by Brundy (2019) highlights the importance of children being exposed to risky play. Children’s abilities to assess risk was observed during a study. Children who had been exposed to risky play were able to assess better, making better judgements of risk and reducing the risk of injury. Welsh Government (2009) state exposure to acceptable risk is a fundamental part of outdoor play and learning. Children cannot gain the valuable development opportunities without access and exposure to the outdoor environment.

According to Cohen (2020) children of the 21st century are facing a crisis. As children are spending more time indoors, they are facing a nature deficit. Children from disadvantaged or deprived backgrounds may have limited amount of time to play in the outdoors. Early years setting and schools may be their only opportunity to access the outdoor space. Practitioners who support access to outdoor environments will be supporting these children and addressing in inequality (Long, 2016). 

There are many health benefits associated with being in the outdoors for children and practitioners. The current pandemic of covid 19 has isolated so many people in indoor environments. As we regain our freedom, evidence strongly suggested that the outdoor environment provides a safer environment to start mixing and socialising again (Bilton 2020). So, as we return to a more normal everyone should wrap up warm and prioritise using the outdoor space. 
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