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Section 1
The Foundation Phase in Wales was introduced in September 2010 and was created to make learning more effective and enjoyable for children whilst encouraging them to become creative and imaginative (Welsh Government, 2015d). It follows that the Foundation Phase is based upon the principle that early year’s settings should offer a sound foundation in the future of learning through a developmentally appropriate curriculum in Wales for all 3–7-year-olds (NDNA, no date). According to the Welsh Government (2018a), the Foundation Phase focuses on seven areas of learning which are developed through stimulating play-based activities in both the indoor and outdoor environment. 
According to the Welsh Government (2014), the Foundation Phase place a strong emphasis on play-based activities within the outdoors as they believe that connecting with the natural environment can have long-term benefits on children’s development, health, and well-being. In addition to this, Wales Academy for Health & Physical Literacy (2015) claim that the outdoors is considered to be a fundamental part of children’s daily learning within the Foundation Phase. Therefore, the indoor and outdoor environment should be offered simultaneously providing children with free-flow access to the indoor and outdoor areas (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). However, within an evaluation conducted on the Foundation Phase, it was found that only 34% of settings utilise their outdoor areas every day and 75% of settings use their outdoor environments two to three times a week (Welsh Government, 2015e). This suggests that practice is not consistent throughout Foundation Phase settings.
Moreover, Kalpogianni (2019) conducted a study to find out why outdoor learning areas are not being utilised to their full potential within Foundation Phase settings. The findings of the study presented that outdoor play has been limited within settings due to practitioner’s knowledge, health and safety concerns and lack of space. It follows that lack of knowledge on behalf of practitioners was identified within a qualitative study conducted by McClintic (2013) who found that practitioners believed that outdoor play is important for young children’s development; however, lack of knowledge in outdoor play and motivation to promote it was not evident within the study. In addition to this, Early years alliance (2016) point out that early year’s practitioners would benefit from training on the importance of outdoor play for children’s development. Furthermore, during Estyn’s evaluation of learning in the outdoors within the Foundation Phase, it was identified that trained practitioners made better use of the outdoors leading to improved children’s learning experiences and development (Estyn, 2011).
Research suggests that health and safety restrictions also limit outdoor play within early years settings (Brussoni et al., 2012). In addition to this, practitioners are fearful of being accountable for any accidents that happen when children participate in risky play activities outdoors (Button and Wilde, 2018). The Health and Safety Executive (2012) support this claim, stating that health and safety laws and regulations sometimes lead to practitioners preventing risky play activities within the outdoors due to the fear of litigation and criminal prosecution. Furthermore, Children & Nature Network (no date) provided 2,105 early years settings with a questionnaire to gain a better understanding of how focus on safety was impacting children’s risky play activities. The results of the questionnaires presented that fear of injury limited children’s play within the outdoors and climbing trees was the most restricted activity as well as balancing, biking, playing near water and rough and tumble play. However, Gull et al. (2017) and Hurley (2018) point out why practitioners must allow children to partake in risky play activities as it builds their resilience and enables them to grow emotionally, physically, socially, and creatively. In addition to this, Early Education (no date) suggests that practitioners need to create a balance between keeping children safe and enabling them to take risks within their play.
Sandseter (2011) point out how practitioners in Norway have a more positive and relaxed attitude towards children partaking in risky play activities within the outdoors.  It follows that Norwegians view the outdoors as a rich and varied environment for risky play due to the tall trees to climb, varying types of ground, areas to hide and places to jump up and down, which are all considered vital for children’s risky play (Sandseter, 2012). According to Little et al. (2012), Norwegian practitioners support risky play as they believe it fosters optimal health and supports children’s holistic development and learning. In addition to this, Norwegians follow a permissive approach to risk-taking providing children with the freedom to roam the outdoor environments freely (Sandseter and Sando, 2016). In addition to children being able to roam the outdoor environment independently, Storli and Sandseter (2018), point out that it is common that some of the outdoor play experiences in Norway take place outside of the early year’s settings, as children get the opportunities to hike and explore forests.
It follows that Children in Norway spend a considerable amount of time outdoors all year round within the early years (Moser and Martinsen, 2010). Hathaway (2020) supports this claim, stating that Norwegians have a skill for making the best of all seasons. According to Knight (2011) and Welsh Government (2009) exploring the outdoors in all weathers enables children to experience the full range of nature and it provides children with multi-sensory experiences. Education Scotland (no date) support this stating that wet surfaces from rainfall can provide children with sensory experiences as textures begin to change sparking curiosity in children. However, during an evaluation of the Foundation Phase, it was identified that outdoor play in Wales was limited as practitioners noted that outdoor play is dependent on the weather (Welsh Government, 2015e). Accordingly, early years practitioners in the United Kingdom are anxious about letting children play outdoors in divers’ weathers as they fear the children will get wet leading to common colds and displeased parents (Zamani, no date). However, in Norway, it is believed that “there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothes” (Nikel, 2013). In addition to the frequent use of the outdoors in Scandinavia, children’s well-being appears high, and it is believed that they are some of the happiest countries (5050 Community, 2017).
According to Moser and Martinsen (2010), Norwegian settings also have large outdoor areas in their early year’s settings. This is supported by Engel et al. (2015) stating that kindergartens in Norway have large outdoor spaces for children to explore. Moreover, during an evaluation of the Foundation Phase, it was identified that some early year’s settings in Wales lacked space within their outdoor environments, limiting children’s access to the outdoors (Welsh Government, 2015e; Maynard et al., 2012). This is supported by Early Years Alliance (2016) who conducted a survey amongst 400 early years practitioner to find out why early years settings do not utilise their outdoor spaces. Furthermore, the findings of the survey presented that many early years settings are struggling with inadequate or total lack of outdoor space within their settings. It follows that limited space within the outdoors poses limitations for planning, preparation, and Implementation. In addition to this, Jenny (2014) suggests considering the outdoor space carefully and making the most of them with the resources available. However, Hellyn and Bennet (2017) point out that large outdoor spaces filled with equipment are not needed to support children’s development within the outdoors as they believe that Mother Nature provides it all. Hellyn and Bennet state that even if an outdoor area is small and concrete, children will still find ants scurrying by and birds singing in the trees and the wind blowing in their hair.
According to Tovey (2020) and Machan (2016), Froebel built his philosophies on the value of play within natural environments as he believed that children construct their understanding of the world through first-hand experiences. It follows that natural environments provide children with several first-hand experiences through the sounds and loose parts nature provides such as; water, mud, logs, moss, leaves, pinecones, flowers, feathers and stones (PennState Extension, 2019). In addition to this, children are provided with rich multi-sensory experiences enabling them to form a deeper connection with nature (McClintic and Petty, 2015; Sensory Trust, no date). According to Clarke (2013) connecting with nature from an early age can have a positive impact on children’s development leading them to become responsible citizens later in life. This claim is supported by Early Learning (2020) and Donaldson (2015) as they believe that connecting with nature can have a positive effect on children’s social behaviours as it teaches them how to support climate change through amending their lifestyle choices and they will also learn how to contribute towards their communities. This is supported by Victoria State Government (2018) who believe that connecting with the natural environment leads to concern and appreciation for natural environments later in life as well as developing awareness of the impact of human activity on environments and living things. It follows that nature can also have a positive influence on children’s learning as it restores children’s attention enabling them to concentrate and perform better in school (Kuo, 2019).
According to McCormick (2017), the natural environment also has mental health benefits for children. This is supported by Macleod (2020) and Bento and Dias (2017) who states that outdoor natural environments are good for children’s health and wellbeing. According to Lloyd-Strovas (2018), there has been scientific research conducted in recent years that has proven that nature makes children happier, healthier and smarter. University of Minnesota (no date) point out that the scenes of nature reduce anger, fear and stress within children as well as reducing blood pressure, heart rate and muscle tension. This is supported by the American Heart Association (2018) stating that nature can reduce stress and anxiety in children whilst boosting feelings of happiness and wellbeing. 
It follows that the lack of outdoor play was identified by Donaldson when he formed the new curriculum for Wales as he states that children should be partaking in more out of classroom activities (Donaldson, 2015).  Therefore, when implementing the new curriculum within settings practitioners must utilise the outdoor areas to support the four purposes of the new curriculum for Wales. Firstly, practitioners need to balance safety and risk within the outdoor area encouraging children to manage their own risk supporting both the healthy and confident individuals’ purpose and the enterprising, creative contributors’ purpose (Welsh Government, 2020b). Secondly, practitioners could provide children with the opportunity to explore the outdoor areas in diverse weathers encouraging curious and inquisitive learners supporting the ambitious capable learner’s purpose within the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020c). it has also been identified that practitioners are not utilising their outdoor areas due to lack of space. In addition to this, practitioners could make use of their environments no matter what the size as nature will enable our children to become ethical, informed citizens who are able to show their commitment to the sustainability of the planet (Welsh Government, 2015f). 


Section 2
West Sussex County Council (2015) explains that assessments are the process of analysing and reviewing children’s development and learning through a range of different methods. According to the Welsh Assembly Government (2011), informal assessment methods are used to asses’ children day-to-day and should be maintained throughout their time within the Foundation Phase. Nash (2016) and Thomson et al. (2018) explain that informal methods of assessments enable practitioners to obtain useful information through the use of observations, portfolios and interaction. This is supported by Pickles (2019) and Parentzone Scotland (no date) who believe that assessments have a positive influence on children’s learning and development as well as supporting their individual needs enabling practitioners to effectively plan for children. Flottman (2011) and Dunphy (no date) agree with this statement, stating that assessments within the early years are an integral part of a practitioner’s role and they are essential in improving children’s future outcomes. 
According to the Welsh Government (2015b) the Foundation Phase Profile supports assessment of children’s learning and development and provides a consistent baseline across seven areas of learning. It follows that the baseline assessment is conducted within the first 6 weeks upon entry and assessments are continued until the end of year 2 (Welsh Government, no date a). According to the Standards & Testing Agency (2020), the purpose of the baseline assessment is to provide an on-entry assessment of pupil attainment and is to be used as a starting point for practitioners to plan and group children according to needs. However, Fauser (2016) points out that there is controversy amongst practitioners as to whether the baseline assessment is good or bad for children. Bradbury (2019) conducted a survey amongst headteachers to gain their views on baseline assessments. Furthermore, there were 160 written survey responses, and the findings presented that 73% of headteachers felt negative towards the baseline assessment claiming that they are inappropriate, unnecessary, and unhelpful. 
Furthermore, one of the main concern’s practitioners have regarding the baseline assessment is the effect it can have on children’s settling in period (Lynch et al., 2015). Bradbury and Roberts-Homes (2016) carried out a study to find out how many practitioners found that the baseline assessments disrupted the settling in period for children. The findings of the study presented that 26.3% of practitioners ‘agreed a lot’ that the baseline assessments affected children’s settling in period. However, Fauser (2016) disagree with this stating that the baseline assessments are a good thing as children bring with them a variety of experiences and capabilities enabling practitioners to find out what skills children already acquire. 
Jankowski and Slotnick (2015) claim that one of the main roles of a practitioner in assessments is to carry out observations on children. It follows that the Foundation Phase Profile is made up of weekly observations which support practitioners in providing a developmentally suitable curriculum for all children. Essex County Council (no date) and West Sussex County Council (2020) support this stating that observations for assessment enable practitioners to plan around the children’s needs and interests and to guide children’s development through positive interaction, ensuring that provision supports all children. This is supported by the National Education Union (2018b) and Welsh Government (2014b) claiming that observation-based assessment are an appropriate way to assess children at an early age. In addition to this, the children appear more relaxed as practitioners are assessing them through observations in a familiar and natural environment whilst playing and interacting with peers (ERIC, no date). According to PennState Extension (2018) young children’s learning is enhanced through relationships and rich interactions with peers and practitioners. Rymanowicz (2015a) supports this stating that observing and interacting with children aids development and enables the practitioner to get to know the child.
Although observations are a useful tool in assessing children within the early years, Department for Education (2013) point out how practitioners have to observe a child through age-related outcomes to identify if they are developing typically for their age. However, Smidt (2015) argues that assessments are forced upon children too early in life. Pickles (2019) support this stating that children should not be subject to tests and assessments at such a young age. According to the Welsh Government (2015a) children are being assessed within Foundation Phase pre-schools from as early as the age of 2 years old. In addition to this, concerns have been raised between practitioners and parents about the impact assessments can have on children’s early development (Lobley, 2019). Firstly, Lobey (2019) claims that data produced within assessments is not reliable at such a young age. This is supported by a review conducted by Dockrell et al. (2017) claiming that the age of children during an assessment limit’s reliability and validity. Secondly, National Education (2021) argue that assessments disrupt children’s settling in periods adding to the anxiety they already feel whilst starting at a new setting.  Finally, More than a score (2019) claim that assessments reduce children’s time for play. It follows that the early years should be an exciting and stimulating introduction to the joys of learning through play. This claim supports Piaget’s cognitive development theory as he believed that children acquire skills that are fundamental to their development through play in the early years (Ahmad et al,, 2016). 
According to Marcoux (no date) Scandinavian countries, support play within the early years as they state, ‘play first school second’. It follows that attending school is not compulsory for children in Scandinavian countries until they are 7 years old compared to the Unlighted Kingdom where attending school is made compulsory from the age of 5 (Sweden, 2021; Gov.uk, no date). Notably, there is some concern in children starting school at a later age however, Marcoux (no date) claims that children who start academic schooling at the age of 7 catch up to their peers by the time they are 11 years old and later perform better within assessments. It follows that the extra years of play within the early year’s aids children’s development in ways that academics could not.  This claim is supported by Yougman et al. (2018) who states that play enhances children’s brain structure and function as well as the executive function in children.
In relation to Scandinavian children achieving better in assessments compared to children in the United Kingdom is supported by Sweden (2021) who state that 15 years olds in Sweden score above the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average within their Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) results. This is supported by the OECD (no date) claiming that 15-year-olds in Sweden score approximately 506 points compared to an average of 487 points in other countries and 488 in Wales (Welsh Government, 2018b). In relation to this, the PISA studies place Sweden in a significantly better position than the United Kingdom as pointed out by (Alexiadou et al., 2016).  According to OECD (2011), Sweden has a balanced approach when it comes to assessments which covers a broad range of curriculum goals. It follows that, within the primary years, assessment of curriculum outcomes are based on intelligent observations recorded by an experienced and knowledgeable adult which leads to an in-depth assessment and the support of children’s needs similar to the Foundation Phase profile in Wales (Taguma et al., 2013). Taguma et al. (2013) also claim that assessments for learning in Sweden focus on individual children and practitioners avoid making comparisons between children since all children are unique and have different developmental needs unlike assessments carried out within the United Kingdom.

It follows that the United Kingdom’s assessments for learning within the early years are too generic and do not support the unique child unlike assessments carried out in Sweden. Closer (2015) point out how children born in August are almost a year younger than their peers who were born in September. However, children in reception classes are expected to reach the same outcomes within assessments. In addition to this, Ward (2017) claims that 40% of summer-born children fail to reach their developmental goals by the end of their time in reception compared to 20% of autumn born children. This claim is supported by the Department for Education (2020) stating that research suggests, older children within a classroom setting outperform their peers achieving higher results than children born in the spring or summer. Furthermore, as a result of younger children underperforming within assessments in reception leads to them being placed into lower sets at school and are likely to remain within these sets throughout their education (Closer, 2015). In addition to this, Busby (2019) suggest that children should be assessed at a particular age rather than a particular point in time to ensure equality within the setting. It follows that practitioners should also take the children ages and developmental needs into account when assessing children’s learning.
Furthermore, another factor impacting on children’s assessments within the United Kingdom is the workload of a practitioner. According to Rainbow Nursery (no date), other roles and responsibilities practitioners carry out daily can lead to observations being overlooked, forced or rushed as they are deemed time-consuming when there is already a shortage of time to complete other roles and responsibilities (Rainbow Nursery, no date). In addition to this, the National Education Union (2018a) conducted a study to identify areas of teaching practice that where the main divers of workload in schools. The findings of the study presented that teachers felt an increased pressure to prove their effectiveness through ensuring students achieved certain targets or performed better for school inspections resulting in forced observations to achieve outcomes. Furthermore, Maynard et al. (2012) conducted an evaluation of the Foundation Phase and found that approximately half of Foundation Phase settings do no plan or assess effectively to support children and records are not easily understood by other practitioners. However, when observations are carried out correctly and not rushed, they can lead to successful assessments as pointed out by National Improvement Hub (2021).
Ofsted (2019) suggests that a practitioner’s workload and assessments within schools can also affect their work-life balance and well-being. It follows that the number of observations and portfolios practitioners have to complete alongside other work commitments has led to a rise in the number of practitioners leaving the profession within less than 5 years of teaching (Department for Education, 2018). This is supported by UCL (2019) and Nuffield Foundation (2020), claiming that research suggests that workload is amongst one of the reasons that practitioners leave the teaching profession as it can become emotionally and physically demanding. Welsh Government (2016) requested feedback from 200 schools across Wales to find out how manageable the Foundation Phase Profile is to carry out alongside other work commitments. The findings of the survey presented that 14% of schools in Wales found that the Foundation Phase Profile was ‘not at all’ manageable and 3.9% of schools deemed the assessments to be ‘not at all’ useful.
In addition to the negative aspects related to assessment within the early years has led to changes within a new curriculum coming to Wales in 2022 (Welsh Government, 2015b). Within Graham Donaldson’s review on curriculum and assessment, it was noted that several changes are required to make a difference in the way practitioners assess children (Donaldson, 2015). In addition to the changes made, the new curriculum will place children at the centre of assessment and will paint an holistic picture of children’s development (Welsh Government, 2020a). According to the Welsh Government (no date b), the new curriculum is designed to improve how practitioners assess children within education as current assessments do not support children’s learning and development. In addition to this, the ways in which practitioners assess children are being changed enabling practitioner to have control over assessments carried out (Welsh Government, 2019a). It follows that assessments will focus on four areas of learning and will provide progression steps for all learners supporting the identification of children’s learning needs (Welsh Government, 2019b).



Section 2
Do worksheets and templates affect divergent thinking and creativity within early years children?
By Lauren Lewis
25th March 2021
The Foundation Phase identifies the importance of creativity and divergent thinking within early childhood development. In addition to this, mark-making is provided within all areas of learning to aid the development of creativity and divergent thinking within children (The National Strategies Early Years, 2008). This is supported within the Foundation Phase Framework stating that a wide range of mark-making opportunities and writing experiences are provided to children to enjoy daily (Welsh Government, 2015d). It follows the mark-making activities should be encouraged through the use of blank paper which does not contain pictures or patterns for children to follow or colour as the Foundation Phase emphasises the importance of encouraging children to use their imaginations and to be creative, leading to effective and fun learning for all children (Early Years Wales, no date). However, McLean (no date) points out that some early years providers still provide children with colouring pages as they believe that the children love them, and they are beneficial for the children’s hand-eye coordination as well as developing their fine motor skills.
Although colouring sheets are exciting and provide children with some developmental outcomes, there is little research as to why colouring pages are bad for children within the early years that would be of benefit to early years practitioners (Davis, 2015). According to Pearce (2011), the only known research on the negative effects of colouring pages in the early years is sixty years old and was written by Viktor Lowenfeld, Professor of art education at Pennsylvania State University. It follows that Lowenfeld believed that colouring pages could affect children’s development in several ways affecting their creative expression, creative thinking, confidence and their health and well-being (Drummond, 2016; Pearce, 2011). In addition to the negative impact of colouring pages, Viktor Lowenfeld promoted the need for free expression within creativity for the healthy development of the child. It follows that Lowenfeld believed that social, physical, intellectual, and emotional growth reflected within the art of children when expressing their creativity freely (Hoefling, 2020).
According to Pearce (2011), within Viktor Lowenfeld’s article on colouring books, he states that colouring pages can take nearly all creative thinking away from 50-60% of children in the early years. Lowenfeld argued that encouraging children to stay inside the lines is not the kind of independence and creative thinking we want to encourage within children (Drummond, 2016). McLean (no date) supports this stating that colouring pages stifle creative thinking within children as providing them with pre-drawn shapes is the same as providing children with a pre-written script that they would need to use whenever they spoke. Waterford (2020b) state that encouraging the development of creative thinking within children from an early age is fundamental as it helps their brains develop neural connections and to learn new concepts. In addition to this Margarita Tartakovsky recommends providing children with unstructured free time as a way to aid creative thinking and curiosity. It follows that the freedom to be creative on blank surfaces is far more stimulating than providing children with colouring sheets and telling them to stay within the lines (Gable, no date; Waterford, 2020b). However, RippleKindness (2018) disagree with this stating that colouring inside the lines develops children’s co-ordination and requires great attention to detail and precision.
Skilly-do (2017) points out how lines on colouring pages also provide children with adult images beyond what children can produce on their own. In addition to this, Viktor Lowenfeld believed that colouring pages make children less confident in their own means of expression as they cannot draw an object as good as the one produced by an adult on the colouring sheet (Drummond, 2016). This is supported by Pearce (2011) who claims that children who continuously use colouring pages may never be satisfied with any pictures they create themselves as they will compare their drawings to the adult drawing presents on colouring sheets.
Another aspect of children’s development affected by colouring pages as stated by Viktor Lowenfeld is creative expression leading to poor well-being in children (Drummond (2016). McLean (no date) supports this stating that, excessive use of colouring pages can have a negative effect on a child’s holistic development and well-being. Accordingly, it is suggested that creative expression is important within the early years as it enables children to communicate their inner selves to the world around them and connects them to others through creatively sharing a story (Williamsburg Landing, no date). It follows that encouraging creative expression within the early years can facilitate learning and is also good for overall health and well-being in children and adults (Chrysalis Course, no date). Rymanowicz (2015b) supports this stating that providing children with a creative outlet and promoting creative expression can help relieve stress and supports them through things happening within their lives.
According to UNT (no date), colouring pages can also stifle divergent thinking within children. Goodman (2018) and Twin Parks (2015) explain that divergent thinking refers to the thought process used to create ideas in various ways enabling children to think outside the box leading to creativity. It follows that divergent thinking is naturally high within children but rapidly decreases as people get older (Goodman, 2018). In addition to this, it is vital to encourage divergent thinking within early years settings as it can facilitate learning and enables children to become more creative now and later in life (Waterford, 2020a; Briggs, 2014). It follows that practitioners can support divergent thinking in children through a range of free-flowing, spontaneous creative activities as it encourages children to explore many ideas in a short amount of time (Twin Park, 2015). Therefore, practitioners should provide children with a range of mark-making materials to explore and manipulate along with blank paper in all shapes, sizes and textures to encourage children to become immersed in the process of art encouraging divergent thinking (McLean, no date). Maryville University (no date) supports this stating that providing children with opportunities to experiment and use their imaginations supports divergent thinking as well as curiosity and wonder.
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