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1. Since establishing the National Assembly for Wales after the vote for devolution in 1997, the responsibility for education in Wales has fallen to the Welsh Government and away from UK central government. In 2001 the Assembly’s document The Learning Country set out their intentions to build stronger foundations for learning in primary schools with a radical improvement for early years provision (Welsh Government, 2001).They also set out the proposals for the creation of the Foundation Phase, by developing a curriculum that included existing principles from the ages 3 – 5 years curriculum and also the National Curriculum for Wales Key stage 1 covering children aged 5 to 7 years. This overhaul of early years education in Wales set out to create a single phase of education spanning from 3 – 7 years, prioritising play and experiential learning as the pedagogical priorities. This new Foundation Phase promoted a play-based learning approach with an emphasis on personal development and the well-being of children. Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of play providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practice and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. First-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live. The development of children’s self-image and feelings of self-worth and self-esteem are at the core of this phase. (Welsh Government, 2008). 
The newly created curriculum consisted of 7 core aims, which consisted of language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical development, welsh language development, knowledge and understanding of the world, physical development, creative development and personal and social development including well-being and cultural diversity. These aims were developed from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and required educational settings to provide access to indoor and outdoor learning environments which needed to be fun, exciting and safe and able to promote the development of children to explore and learn through first hand experiences which differed to the preceding Key Stage 1 curriculum which had a more formal approach to learning. The Welsh Government (2008) stated that the Foundation Phase must be a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those directed by practitioners. The new curriculum was influenced by early years educators from Scandinavia, Te Whariki in New Zealand and Reggio Emilia in Italy, whose educational approaches are based on constructivists theories of learning, these focus on the development of the individual child though experiential play. Dewey (1938) believed that learning was a social activity, he stated it is something we do together, in interaction with each other rather than an abstract concept. Vygotsky (1978) believed that the environment in which children grow up had an influence on how they think and what they think, that teaching and learning are a matter of sharing and negotiation socially constructed knowledge and that cognitive development stems from social interactions from guided learning within the zone of proximal development as children and their partners co-construct knowledge. Pedagogical practices also influenced the creation of the Foundation Phase Framework,  the Welsh Government stated in 2015, there is a strong emphasis on the holistic development of a child, whereby practitioners must understand how children develop and plan an appropriate curriculum that takes account of children’s developmental needs and the skills that they need to grow to become confident learners. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron detail these pedagogical practices as participation: giving the children the opportunity 
to initiate and direct their own learning activities, practical: children should be given the opportunity to learn from practical experiences, using the outdoors: learning should happen both indoors and outdoors, explorative: children should be given the opportunity to learn from explorative experiences, first hand: be given the opportunity to learn from first-hand experiences and continuous/ enhanced/focused: an array of different learning activities should constantly be available. 
Implementing new curricula or developing current curricula can pose challenges. An early evaluation of the Foundation Phase in 2005 by Siraj-Blatchford found the pedagogical practice of practitioners as problematic and reported that further support was needed to develop and maintain play-based and experiential pedagogies giving sufficient emphasis to activities that involve adult guided play and learning and interaction with appropriate challenge. This is corroborated by Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, who found that  the Foundation Phase represents such a radical departure from its predecessor that it was always going to be a significant challenge to develop a detailed understanding of its underpinning theories amongst practitioners and the pedagogies of play are relatively new areas of teaching and learning with limited research base from which to develop best practice. Several evaluations of the Foundation Phase have taken place since its conception, these include An independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase which was conducted between 2013 and 2014 and the Evaluating the Foundation Phase in 2015. Both these reports findings concluded the necessity for further practitioner training and the need to ensure an understanding of the pedagogies with the focus of The Evaluation being positive  to how practitioners can be supported to improve the implementation of the framework with training and support from government and local authorities. The conclusions and recommendations made by both documents and with the most recent report Successful Futures by Professor Graham Donaldson in 2015 has led to the creation and implementation of a new framework in Wales.   
The revised Curriculum will now be extended to include children aged 3 to 16 years with the structure comprising 6 Areas of Learning and Experience which should make strong contributions to developing the four purposes of the curriculum. These areas will include a welsh dimension in line with an independent review of the Cwricwlwm Cymreig to include the history and story of wales (Welsh Government, 2015). This new framework will also promote cross-curriculum responsibilities within literacy, numeracy and digital competence. Within the Foundation Phase the pedagogical principles remain the same, to ensure an experiential play-based learning experience that allows for personal development and well-being allowing the children to take risks, solve problems and make decisions. This inclusive, holistic framework promotes a sense of personal agency as students have ownership of their learning (McLeod, 2019). However, the biggest disadvantage to the Foundation Phase is the lack of structure, some children require a highly structured learning environment to enable them to reach their potential. 
Until Professor Donaldson’s report no reference had been made to children with additional learning needs within the Foundation Phase. His recommendations apply to children in both mainstream schools and special schools and identified that practitioners using pedagogical approaches can design and adapt the areas of learning within the curriculum to the specific learning needs of the children. The Additional Learning Needs and Tribunal (Wales) Act in 2018 makes provision for a new statutory framework for supporting children and young people with additional learning needs, this replaces any preceding legislation surrounding special educational needs. The introduction of this Act ensures that children from birth to 25 that have an additional learning need will be offered an inclusive, holistic education and by introducing individual development plans (IDP) which will ensure consistency in provision when the child moves from primary to secondary education and into further education if chosen. The preparation and implementation of the IDP will rest with local authorities which is a statutory duty to ensure accountability for delivery of ALN provision. The voice of parents and of the child are also considered, in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child when planning provision. This Act along with guidance for supplementary planning from the Welsh Government allows teachers and practitioners to plan the curriculum to ensure inclusive, tailor-made access to the frameworks within the curriculum and that multi agency practitioners work collaboratively and flexibly in order to ensure that children, young people and their families receive coherent, well co-ordinated support to help them achieve positive outcomes.
 The Swedish education system is often raised as inclusive in an international perspective and although inclusive education is not mentioned in the Swedish legislation it does stipulate that special educational support should primarily be provided in the regular classroom if possible (Magnusson, 2020). Sweden has for example ensured children with disabilities participate as full members of the general education class and that children with special educational needs are often referred to as children in need of special support (Lundqvist, Allodi and Siljehag, 2015).
Policymakers often advocate inclusive education without an understanding of the pedagogical approaches that teachers can use to operationalise the policy (Nind and Wearmouth, 2006). With Wales now embracing the influences of Sweden and other international educators and through evaluations and reports such as Professor Donaldson’s  Successful Futures, the implementation of the new curriculum and further legislation for children with additional learning needs, a person-centered, play-based, holistic approach to educating our children and supporting those that have an additional learning need enabling all children within the Foundation Phase and beyond into Key Stage 2 and 3 the opportunity to become ambitious, capable learners, ethical, informed citizens, enterprising, creative contributors and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2018

2. Children from an early age are expected to reach certain developmental milestones by a certain age, this on reaching school age transfers to being able to achieve academically. From the moment they are born, children are judged by what they can do and when they are able to do it and in turn are categorised by the perceptions of their ability by practitioners who assess and record. Throughout their time in the Foundation Phase children will be assessed by means of a profile. The main purpose of this phase is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which aligns with end of phase outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015). The use of the profile through observing and assessing supports the practitioners to provide an appropriate holistic curriculum. The use of the profile also supports early identification of possible developmental delay, special educational needs or additional learning needs and allows for support to be given where needed. The profile is made up of a Compact Profile Form and a Full Profile Form. The Compact Form is used on or before the baseline assessment and allows practitioners to produce a single outcome for each Area of Learning whereas the Full Profile Form allows practitioners to note the child’s development using all the skills ladders within the Profile. The Profile’s skills ladders support the assessment of very young children which makes the profile suitable for use in nurseries as well as on entry into the Foundation Phase. The use of this profile allows practitioners support when planning for learning or for differentiation when supporting children with an ALN within the setting. The full Profile can also be used for the end of phase assessment when the child reaches the end of year 2. An observational baseline rather than a series of tests provides a wide range of evidence on which to form assessment judgments. This approach supports the Foundation Phase pedagogy helping practitioners to understand children’s learning styles and interests as well as their developmental stages (Welsh Government, 2015). The Profile is suitable for all children and to support the identification of potential special educational needs, however the profile does not have sufficient detail to fully assess SEN or ALN children.   
Practitioners carry out their observations but without a set method for recording, these observations should be carried out in an unobtrusive way whilst the children are engaged in a task or play and play a key role in determining the children’s progress. Assessments can be carried out in both indoor and outdoor environments.  The assessing of children was also reviewed following the Successful Futures report in 2015. This report highlighted the differences of approaches and assessing between the Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2, leading to difficulties with continuity when transitioning between the two. This issue has been addressed by supporting the 4 purposes of the new curriculum by proposing a revised approach to progression, spanning the ages of 3 – 16, within the Areas of Learning and Experience and includes cross-curriculum responsibilities (Welsh Government, 2015). This new approach recognises that children progress at different rates therefore progression in each Area of Learning and Experience should be based on a well-grounded, nationally described continuum of learning that flows from when a child enters education through to the end of statutory schooling at 16 and beyond (Welsh Government, 2015). Both practitioners and parents understand the need for assessment to determine whether children are making appropriate progress with their learning, however Professor Donaldson noted that the current system of levels is based on a best-fit judgement of overall attainment in a subject at a specific point in time, however such best-fit judgements can mask variations in progress in different aspects of learning and amount to a view of general ability. By introducing a revised approach of assessing by recognising a child’s progression steps rather than levels. These progression steps will remove separate Phase and Key Stage assessing instead forming a range of Achievement Outcomes for each Area of Learning and Experience. This structure will be inclusive, with all children making progress along the same continuum, regardless of any additional learning needs they may have (Welsh Government, 2015). These new progression steps acknowledge that children with ALN or SEN may move more slowly through the steps than their peers and may take longer to reach the first progression step or to move between steps but that all achievements should be recognised. In keeping with the child centred approach all Achievement Outcomes will be described from the child’s view, using ‘I have’ for experiences and ‘I can’ for outcomes. The key principals of this revised assessment method are that learners should be supported to become active participants in their learning and progression with support from practitioners and parents or carers to build a holistic picture of the learner’s development (Welsh Government, 2015).
The process of assessment was another feature of the Successful Futures report where a number of issues were highlighted, consequently a number of recommendations have been made. That assessing should align with the purpose of learning: assess what matters, be clear about the reasons for the assessment, engage students in their own assessment and ensure that reports to parents and carers focus on progress. Through the process of observing and recording practitioners are able to encourage the development of children. Whilst carrying out observations it is important to remember that observing is not only a process to highlight weaknesses or failings but to note the progress, involvement and enjoyment of the child. By observing a child that is engaged and involved with the activity or task, practitioners are able to observe the development of skills such as fine motor skills, social skills and the strengths and interests of the child. Practitioners are then able to use the observations to identify a plan of progress for the child, which can include areas that the child finds difficult or that need further development. It is important to remember that practitioners should listen to the children as well as watching them, a great deal can be learnt about the child’s learning and understanding by listening to their speech. If observations are undertaken frequently then the children will become accustomed to practitioners watching their play, this allows the practitioner to observe children when they are engrossed in their activity or game without disturbing the children thus allowing the children to play without feeling self-conscious. All observations should be recorded, each setting will have its own method, they could use notebooks that are placed around the classroom where all practitioners have access to record observed events or achievements. Diaries can be used on a daily basis and can be used to record developmental progress individually or in groups. The use of digital devices is also a way to record progress or achievements through taking photographs, making videos or audio recordings. Any written or digital information recorded should be stored in a safe place and not left lying around the setting. Practitioners should be aware and adhere to legislation of the Data Protection Act 2018 when collecting and storing information relating to any child.  

The role of the adult or practitioner within the Foundation Phase is to be a facilitator of learning with the child at the centre of that learning. It is important that the adults’ value all children and respond to each child’s needs and interests and guide their development with positive interactions. Every child should be supported and their individual needs and interests considered at each stage of their development. It is important that practitioners have an in-depth knowledge and understanding of child development, this ensures that children are given opportunities suitable for their developmental stage.  They should respect children as independent learners who need opportunities to revisit, practice and make choices and plan and manage the activities by ensuring that they are varied, interesting and stimulate learning within all Areas of Learning. Activities should be planned for both indoor and outdoor environments that supports and challenges their interests and encourages them to develop their thinking and problem-solving skills and also the opportunity to learn through the model of sustained shared thinking. Practitioners should also be good role models, encouraging the children to develop their social skills and also language acquisition through modelling good behaviours and use of language.  As well as supporting children with their learning it is also important that adults take on a pastoral role within the setting, for example  transitioning from home or from nursery to a school setting can be a daunting experience,  adults must therefore offer emotional support to both the child and parents if necessary. Being able to offer an inclusive, holistic learning experience ensures that children are given the support to develop  educationally, physically and emotionally within a safe environment that allows them to learn at their own pace, ensuring they are given every opportunity to prosper and become ambitious, capable learners and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2015).

  
3.     The Mental Well-being of Children in the Foundation Phase and the role of an ELSA.
The issue of mental health and well-being in our children has been under focus recently, especially over the past 12 months as the Corona Virus pandemic changed our way of life and restricted our contact with friends and family. According to mentallyhealthyschools.org 3 children in every classroom has a diagnosable mental health condition, that equates to 1 in 8 children overall. This is a worrying trend!!   There are a number of issues that can effect the mental health of our children, many of these can be complex, ACEs or Adverse Childhood Experiences for example can impact children well into adulthood as can economic inequality, according to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Wales has the highest levels of poverty out of the 4 UK countries. They estimate that around 30% of children in Wales live in relative poverty. 
In 2019 the Welsh Government proposed a new curriculum, this will be mandatory in 2022. For the first time mental health and well-being will be taught in our schools, this surely has to be a step in the right direction! Mental health has at long last been recognised as a contributory factor to children not fulfilling their potential. By promoting this issue and ensuring practitioner awareness, we can address and offer support and if necessary refer to appropriate professionals. During consultations into the creation of the new curriculum the Welsh Government (2017) found that primary schools along with secondary schools and education setting are key to promoting emotional well-being and good mental health.  It is also crucial to ensure a whole-school approach, although we have a way to go to achieving this across the board, many schools are now acknowledging the issue and offering support even with the help of outside agencies, this is a positive step.! The Samaritans noted emotional health programmes in schools should be viewed as a form of a promotion, prevention and early intervention which could reduce specific mental health problems and increase academic achievement. I have been fortunate to be included in this revolutionary support by receiving training and qualifying as an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant or ELSA. The role of an ELSA was developed by Sheila Burton, she was the principal psychologist for Hampshire. She recognised the need for emotional support for children in schools. ELSA work is not therapy but a planned, focused psychological intervention to offer support and strategies to children that have been referred by the class teachers for emotional or wellbeing issues. In this role I am becoming increasingly aware that children are unable to express their feeling and apply self-control to stressful situations, this can sometimes manifest itself as anger and the child can lash out.
 Do we as practitioners or as parents protect our children to much and refuse to discuss emotions and acknowledge that even at a young age, children do become frustrated and need to express themselves? The inclusion of this Area of Learning can only be positive and allows practitioners the opportunity to recognise and offer support at an earlier age, however where necessary ELSA support is no short-term fix! Using games and visual resources I encourage children to speak about their worries and to recognise how their bodies feel when they are experiencing stress and to recognise these emotions takes time and patience, especially when with working with very young children. Having an Area of Learning specifically on mental well-being will support children to become aware of how they feel and encourage them to talk openly about it. I hope that practitioners will embrace this innovative addition to the curriculum and as well as helping their children attain a positive mental attitude will reflect on their own emotional needs and recognise when they themselves need support. I hope that with the new curriculum and support from school ELSA’s, children within the Foundation Phase and primary education will be emotionally literate and grow to become confident, resilient and happy learners.
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