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Section 1. Word Count: 1942
Post Welsh devolution The National Assembly for Wales set out a proposal to move from formal teacher led learning to a child-led, play-based structure (The National Assembly for Wales, 2001). The Foundation Phase, for 3–7-year-olds, began its roll out in 2004 and had big expectations of revolutionizing ta child’s learning experience (Education and Lifelong Learning Committee, 2003; Welsh Government, 2015b). The Foundation Phase received a positive welcome overall but there were areas of concern. This critical analysis looks in detail at two key areas: wellbeing, and the outdoor learning environment. It will examine and evaluate evidence gathered relating to the implementation of the Foundation Phase looking at both positive and negative aspects of these two areas. 
Central to the Foundation Phase was personal and social development, wellbeing, and cultural diversity and after implementation approximately 75% of school staff confirmed that there was an improvement in the wellbeing of children possibly because of a lowering of adult: child ratios (Estyn, 2011; Wiserd, 2015; Welsh Government, 2015c; Waters, 2016). However, this was only true of settings where the Foundation Phase pedagogies fully involved children in their learning, and where practices such as the use of worksheets was no longer standard practice (Estyn, 2011; Welsh Government 2014b; Wiserd, 2015). 
Lower levels of wellbeing were also recorded during times of whole class reflection and when there was too much adult involvement (Wiserd, 2015). In contrast to this last point however Siraj and Kingston (2017) suggested that there was a link between wellbeing and sustained shared thinking that involves the sensitive approach of an experienced practitioner to know when to intervene in free play and extend a child’s curiosity and thinking. In agreement with this is evidence that for a play-based curricula to fully affect a child’s wellbeing positively, there needs to be a presence of knowledgeable, well-trained staff who have the confidence to support this type of learning (Siraj and Kingston, 2017). 
Implementation of the foundation Phase in settings where the senior management team and practitioners were confident and well informed with the complexities of the play-based pedagogy, wellbeing amongst the children thrived (Welsh Government 2014a) and the provision tended to be of a higher standard (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2005). In addition, maintained settings tended to facilitate a more conducive environment enabling children to improve their sense of wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2014a) and levels of wellbeing were reported to be particularly prevalent when children had first-hand experiences, freedom of choice and exposure to outdoor environments all of which are crucial elements in any play-based curricula that focuses on the child being central to their learning (Estyn, 2011; Wiserd, 2015). Despite these findings, feedback from school staff reported difficulties in measuring this key area (Wiserd, 2015). They believed that wellbeing was an important indicator of the level of holistic development, satisfaction, and happiness at the end of Key Stage 2. They expressed the need for more support in the future so that opportunities for increasing a child’s state of wellbeing were being facilitated (Welsh government, 2014a; Wiserd, 2015). 
The Curriculum for Wales seems to agree with this feedback. 
Wellbeing is seen as an integral part of the Curriculum for Wales, enshrined in the four purposes and one of the areas of learning alongside health (Welsh Government, 2015a; Welsh Government, 2015c). Emphasis has been given to making it easier for practitioners to facilitate the environment to promote wellbeing but also to link it through the other areas of learning (Welsh Government, 2015a; Welsh Government, 2015c).
 An increase in wellbeing was also reflected in the UNICEF report card 11. Since 2007, a year prior to the introduction of the Foundation Phase, the UK was 29th (last) however by 2013, two years after full implementation they had risen to 16th (UNICEF UK, 2013). Children become more confident because of elevated levels of wellbeing, and this then had a positive effect on a child's willingness to experiment with new concepts.(Wiserd, 2015). 
A high state of wellbeing has been found to contribute to future educational success, a fact that could be construed as contributing to an overall improvement by Wales according to the Pisa report 2018 across reading, mathematics, and science, and, although difficult to verify, it is possible that it could contribute to better attendance and in some instances improved behaviour (Estyn, 2011; Wiserd, 2015; Waters, 2016; National Foundation for Educational Research, 2018). Consistent attendance in the Early Years has been shown to have a positive effect on future academic achievement (He et al. 2021). 
Wellbeing is dependent on positive life experiences, how satisfied a child is and how happy they feel and has been linked to a lifestyle that involves physicality and movement (Department of Health, no date; Department of Health, 2013). The link between physical activity and wellbeing is continued into the new curriculum for Wales as part of the six areas of learning, Health and Wellbeing, with emphasis on developing a positive attitude towards physical activity and diet alongside an empathetic approach to the wellbeing of others (Welsh Government, 2015c). Around 86% of children in the UK in 2013 felt satisfied with their lives (UNICEF UK, 2013). The freedom to play without restraint or guidance promotes a sense of wellbeing (Roberts, 2014) and the positive feedback from the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase would seem to support the effect that a play-based curricula has on the wellbeing of children (Welsh Government, 2014a). Access to outdoor play and freedom to express themselves physically was a key component of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a). 
The Welsh Assembly Government was unequivocable in its decision to introduce an Early Years play
 based curriculum that would give children the opportunity for first-hand experiences through indoor and outdoor environments (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2005; Waters, 2016). Children were to be given the opportunities to explore the world around them and to encourage curiosity, experimentation, and imagination (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a; Welsh Assembly Government, 2008c; Wiserd, 2015; Bento and Dias, 2017). Combining the freedom to play outdoors with more focused tasks indoors from an early age instils good habits for the future encouraging a more physical and less sedentary life and in general promoting a healthier lifestyle (Gray et al. 2015; Tovey, 2020). 
Incorporating a mix of natural and traditional play areas facilitates holistic development as well as encouraging diverse types of physical activity, aerobic and anaerobic (Tremblay et al. 2015; Bento and Dias, 2017; Tovey, 2020). Although there is a difference as to how outdoor environments affect different genders (Woolley, 2008) where traditional areas tend to benefit boys (Wiserd, 2015; Davies and Hamilton, 2018) in comparison to natural outdoor areas that are more gender neutral (Tremblay et al. 2015). Regardless of this, when children were physically active, they were more involved agreeing with the increased levels of involvement observed in outdoor settings (Wiserd,2015; Davies and Hamilton, 2018). 
The Foundation Phase called for adaptations to the learning environment so that children had free flow access to outdoor areas (Welsh Government, 2014a; Wiserd, 2015; Welsh Government, 2016). Although one of many items that was examined, Directors of Education at the time agreed that more investment in outdoor facilities was required (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2005; Welsh Government, 2014a). This still was an area for improvement after full implementation even though Government grants totalled £36 million from the pilot programme to full implementation. Prior to full implementation of the Foundation Phase, concerns were raised in relation to sufficient facilities to provide outdoor learning, although there was a notable improvement after full implementation (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2005; Wiserd, 2015). This was due to several reasons including lack of guidance on how best to utilise funding to design and create an outdoor environment incorporating the free flow of activity between the indoor and outdoor environments especially when it was not possible to gain direct access between these two areas (Welsh Government, 2014a; Wiserd, 2015).
 The free flow of activity would allow for learning zones that were supposed to be available throughout the two areas (Welsh Government, 2014a; Wiserd, 2015) providing beneficial environments for focused, enhanced, and continuous tasks and facilitating opportunities for exploration and participation activities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a). Despite the advantages of free flow and learning zones feedback from headteachers suggested that allocation of staff to the outdoor area was at the expense of the indoor area (Wiserd, 2015). However clever planning, taking a unique perspective on outdoor learning and creating smaller groups could relieve the pressure on provision of staff encouraging more interaction between the practitioners and the children and improving coordination between the adults (Maynard and Waters, 2007; Berger and Lysklett, 2016). 
Lack of space on the premises also caused problems, although, many schools made full use of the facilities available by rearranging the structure of the school where this was possible and making alternative arrangements off site providing a resolution to the problem and making full use of community project or local facilities (Wiserd,2015). Alternatively, utilising in-between spaces in playgrounds, informal areas not designated specifically for play, stimulates self-directed play, and contributes to holistic development, encouraging imagination and allowing for a certain amount of privacy for the play participants (Amnipour, Bishop and Corkery, 2019).
 In contrast Norwegian preschools consist of large outdoor areas putting particular emphasis on natural spaces justifying this by stating that children spend much of their time outside throughout the year but particularly during the summer (Berger and Lysklett, 2016). Conversely, many schools in Wales saw the weather as a barrier to outdoor area usage (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2005; Jerman and Kos, 2013; Davies and Hamilton, 2018). Some schools created all-weather areas so that outdoor play was accessible throughout the year but where this was unavailable children were reported using the outdoor area extensively when the weather conditions permitted (Wiserd, 2015). Over 60% of settings reported the inclement weather as a reason for not using the outdoor area. Only a third of settings used the outdoor area daily, the weather playing a significant part in this reasoning (Wiserd, 2015). However, in some cases it has been found that it is the practitioner who has an aversion to the weather as children find enjoyment in experiencing the elements, leading to curiosity, and questioning (Maynard and Waters, 2007; Jerman and Kos, 2013; Ouvry and Furtado, 2019). Evidence has shown that open spaces benefit a child’s mental health and wellbeing as well as facilitating holistic development (Bennett et al. 2021).  Children will use any space, providing it is of a sufficient size and shape, to create a play environment, meaning that they will use any suitable area, indoors or outdoors, to take part in play taking advantage of affordances to stimulate the imagination and senses (Berger and Lysklett, 2016; Saragih, 2021). 
The purpose of this analysis was to examine the implementation of the play-based Foundation Phase focusing on the areas of wellbeing and the outdoor learning environment. Overall, the wellbeing of the children was at a higher level after implementation, and there was a high percentage of satisfaction and happiness amongst children across the UK, however staff did feel that there was further support required in how to gauge the level of wellbeing, an area that appears to have been addressed in the Curriculum for Wales.  
The evidence for outdoor learning environments points to underuse of these areas as well as a lack of experience in how to best utilise the areas available.  The use of indoor and outdoor learning benefits holistic development and encourages good habits that have long term effects (Bennett et al. 2021), therefore further support and advice the areas of design and utilisation of available space as well as providing suggestions to practitioners on more innovative learning opportunities. 

























































Section 2. Word Count: 1939
The concept of an individual learner was emphasised in pre–Foundation Phase documentation describing learners who had individual pace of learning, achievements, and development (ELLC, 2003). Learning should be tailored to each individual child allowing freedom of expression and choice.  The word ‘unique’ in relation to a child is first mentioned in the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015b) and refers to the distinctive way in which each individual child learns and develops and how this needs to be foremost in planning for learning.  This critical analysis will examine how methods of assessments, progress tracking and age or stage related development models adhere to the concept of a unique child. 
What makes a child unique? The answer to this is everything. Children develop at different rates, they have different learning styles and interests as well as individual ways of communicating (Early Years Matters, 2007). In addition to a child’s unique traits, the wider community which includes their family, culture and traditions contribute to the child’s uniqueness (Early Years Matters, 2007; New Zealand Government, 2017). The Foundation Phase emphasises that “Each child is regarded as an individual, with their own skills to be developed at their own unique, individual pace.” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a) and requires the practitioner to become familiar with every child’s uniqueness so that they can facilitate a learning environment that will enhance a child’s experiences and advance their individual development.  
The most efficient method to obtain information on a child is by observing and assessing them which will provide practitioners with information on progress, satisfaction, needs, strengths, and abilities as well as what interests them (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008b; Welsh Government, 2021a). Assessment for Learning allows for individualism and involvement of children in their own development and learning (Welsh Government, 2013; Welsh Government, 2021a). With the help of practitioners, children set their own targets based on their achievements and are designed to help them develop further, although this was slow to be put into practice in many schools during the implementation of the Foundation Phase (Estyn, 2011).
Observing children leads to interpretation of their thoughts and actions as an individual however, this requires practitioners to not just observe the child but to listen to them (Brunton and Thornton, 2007). The Reggio Emilia approach uses listening to provide invaluable information about a child’s ideas, opinions, choices, and feelings which allows planning for their individual learning (Brunton and Thornton, 2007). In the Reggio approach, ‘visible listening’ as documentational evidence of a child’s learning is used and is made available to the child so that they can observe themselves during their own learning (Rinaldi, 2006; Wiserd, 2015; Edwards et al. 2020) encouraging reflection of their actions benefiting self-evaluation and future learning. Conversely, evaluation of the Foundation Phase found that periods of reflection conducted as a group or at the end of the day can negatively affect the involvement of the child (Wiserd, 2015). In contradiction to this, documentation, including self-reflection from the child, is shared with parents on a regular basis to ensure the involvement of the family and in recognition of the contribution they make to the child’s learning identifying the uniqueness of that individual child (Cho and Lim, 2019; Edwards et al. 2020). It is a form of communication creating a memory that can be revisited by the child or reflected upon by the practitioner, shared with others to instigate a discussion and provide an essential insight into the interests and motivations that initiate an individual’s learning (Project Zero, 2016) and thus confirming the triangle of relationships at the centre of the Reggio approach (Brunton and Thornton, 2007). However, perfecting this method of observation and assessment requires advance skills by the practitioner as they are not only encouraging the child to analyse and reflect on their experience but they themselves are conducting the same practice (Edwards et al. 2020). In comparison, methods of observation and assessment utilised in the Foundation Phase, sees the adult supporting the child in reflecting on their own learning for self-analysis and self-assessment but not taking an active part in their own reflection of the activity in collaboration with others (Welsh Government, 2014a; Wiserd, 2015; Rhys, Tayor and Waldron, 2016). Although the Curriculum for Wales has put more emphasis on practitioner reflection as well as collaboration with other school staff, parents, and carers to improve a child’s learning experiences and development (Welsh Government, 2022b). 
Formative and summative assessments are used throughout the Foundation Phase to track a child’s development and plan for further learning however, these assessments are compared to a pre-set criteria or outcome laid out in the curriculum in an age-stage format (Welsh Government, 2017). In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales has moved away from specific stages of development and assessment and relies more on a continuum of developmental ability as opposed to a reliance on comparison with age (OECD, 2020), although there is a broad reference between age and the progression steps that can be used as what can be expected at a particular age (Welsh Government, 2019). Both the foundation Phase profile skills ladder and the Literacy and Numeracy framework provide information on which to compare observations, but the outcomes of the summative assessments are linked to approximate age development expectancy (Welsh government, 2017). 
  Under the present curriculum, summative assessments are carried out at specific points during the Foundation Phase as a way of finalising a particular phase of learning (Welsh Government, 2017). In comparison, under the new curriculum there will be a movement away from summative end of phase analysis of learning and development to an integration of assessments into daily teaching with the intention of promoting a feeling of familiarisation amongst children and practitioners putting more emphasis on formative assessments (Welsh Government, 2019; Welsh Government, 2020). This will support the inclusion of children in all aspects of their individual learning path as well as creating a bespoke assessment package that will link to the discrete curriculum formats for each school based on the needs of the learners (Welsh Government, 2015c; Welsh Government, 2022a; Welsh Government, 2022b).
 Comparisons can be drawn from the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zealand with regards to the structure of their assessment procedures. Both Curriculums structure assessments as strands merging into learning periods, however Te Whãriki  adapt the sessions ‘in the moment’ depending on the reaction of the child or children involved at that time (New Zealand Government, 2017). This is in addition to documenting observations of children's involvement with the curriculum (New Zealand Government, 2017). In the Te Whãriki curriculum, children are seen as individuals and parents are encouraged to become an active part of their child's learning and are valued for their contribution to the individuality of their children through passing on their knowledge and experience (New Zealand Government, 2017). In contrast to this, the Foundation Phase final report (Wiserd, 2015) stated that the involvement of parents in devising activities for their children was insufficient and not enough information was provided regarding their child’s learning and progress. This resulted in recommendations to rectify these areas (Welsh Government, 2014a; Wiserd, 2015). The Curriculum for Wales initially addressed these recommendations by suggesting inviting parents into the classroom, taking part in learning periods with their children and sharing in the celebration of their child’s work (Welsh Government, 2013). Although how this would be carried out was unclear, however, practices used in across other play-based curriculums would provide the parents with the opportunity to view and become involved with their child’s progression.
The use of portfolios or learning stories in the Te Whãriki curriculum enhances involvement and allows the child to feel part of their learning journey by giving them ownership (Wiserd, 2015; Hooker, 2019). As with the Reggio documentation, the Early Years practitioner will compile a portfolio of their observations using a variety of media that is shared with parents so that they become part of their child’s learning journey. The portfolio is not a closed document but is open to parent's records of their observations and revisited by the children and similarly to the Reggio documentation, is a catalyst for conversations and reflection. This together with learning stories provide invaluable information on planning for a child’s next learning steps as well as informing and involving parents in their child’s learning (New Zealand Government, 2017). There are opportunities for families and teachers to communicate with the child, supporting them to revisit experiences, reflect and reconnect providing a platform for their future learning involving parents and practitioners and giving them a voice on where this learning journey will take them (Hooker, 2019). There is evidence to suggest that the use of e-portfolios is more inclusive particularly where a child’s learning is difficult to observe. (Hooker, 2019; Cowen and Flewitt, 2021). In such instances, practitioners can record periods of learning in a multimodal way that identifies intricacies such as non-verbal communication that would have been missed using more traditional practices (Cowen and Flewitt, 2021). 
At present there is a statutory requirement to produce an annual report containing details of end of phase national test results and teacher assessment (summative assessments) along with general comments on progress and attendance figures (GOV.UK, 2021). However, this is set to change with the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales. The annual reports will put more emphasis on communicating a child’s holistic progression across all areas of development and learning along with paying particular attention to mental health and emotional wellbeing of the individual child. There will also be advice on how parents can become actively involved in their child’s learning and progression (Welsh Government, 2022a). In addition to this, the assessments arrangements consultation document (Welsh Government, 2021a) suggests informing parents and carers every term as well as annually so that they are kept up to date on their child’s progression, providing the opportunity for a more open communication between the school and the families. 
The child’s voice, however, does feature strongly in the Curriculum for Wales in all aspects of their development and communication of their thoughts and views, forming part of the ‘three-way communication process’ between the learner, their parents/carers and the school staff a similar concept to the Reggio Emilia triangle of communication (Brunton and Thornton, 2007; Welsh Government, 2022). Communication of a child’s individual progress to parents or carers recognises and respects the importance that family, culture and society play in creating a unique child (Wiserd, 2015) This contrasts with other curricula such as Sweden and Australia where children are deprived the opportunity to have a voice in communicating their views and where there is more emphasis on what the child will become in the future as opposed to  effecting change in their education now (Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Davis, 2014). 
Countries that follow a play-based curricula are attempting to ensure that each child is given the opportunity to express themselves in their own unique way and to have a voice in the planning of their learning (Brunton and Thornton, 2007; New Zealand Government, 2017; Welsh Government, 2022a). In general, there is a move away from age-stage assessment to a more continuous development model that does not generalise a child’s development to a ‘best fit’ model (Welsh Government, 2015c). Parents, family, and the wider community are factors that contribute to the unique child, however, there appears to be an imbalance across play based curriculum as to the degree of involvement of these groups in a child’s learning. This is being addressed in Wales with the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales which is a more child centred curriculum with opportunities for parents to become more active in their child’s learning, contributing to the characteristics that make a child unique.  






Section 3. Word Count: 1011
The Curriculum for Wales – Hearing the voice of parents and carers.

I am a parent and work in a primary school and have done so since my children started school. I have experienced the more formal subject led curriculum, the implementation of the play-based Foundation Phase and now I am experiencing the fresh beginnings of the Curriculum for Wales, however my children have grown up so in theory not as a parent. 

There was little or no encouragement for parents to become involved in their child’s learning pre–Foundation Phase, in fact I remember the only advice I received from a Reception Teacher was a slightly base comment on how slow he was to complete work. I am sure it was phrased in that way because I worked in the school. The school operated a closed-door policy like so many others at that time and the only input required from parents was to ensure homework was completed and to check for nits! 

Emphasis is put on the voice of the child and the Foundation Phase refers to the United Nation Convention for the Rights of the Child, but the voice of the parents and carers is crucial to a child’s learning journey and is a key factor when implementing a play-based curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015b; UNICEF, 2017). Why, then, has this been so difficult to achieve?

From its conception, documents detailing an outline of a play-based curriculum for Wales refer to parents and carers inclusion. The Learning Country paving document (Welsh Assembly Government, 2001) suggested inclusion of information on supporting parents with regards to childcare, dealing with abusive parents or badly behaved children and gaining feedback about leadership within the school. This left large gaps of the fundamental ethos of play-based curricula. The Foundation Phase took its basics from programmes such as Reggio Emilia, Te Whãriki, Scandinavian Early Years and Highscope in the USA (Maynard et al. 2013) where parents input and support in their child’s learning is held in high importance. 

Once fully implemented in 2011, Estyn’s report made no mention of parental inclusion. This subject did not arise until two years later when the Welsh Government produced the Independent Stocktake (Welsh Government, 2014). From a parent's point of view, there were some concerning observations made. There was lack of parental involvement especially in schools where the Foundation Phase was not followed correctly and most worrying of all, practitioners in some settings were laying the blame of low academic ability firmly at the front door of parents of children who came from low socioeconomic backgrounds.

 This unfortunately was my experience however a small beacon of light began to flicker when Wiserd produced their final report in 2015 and commented that there was a need for “greater involvement of parents/carers in the education experience of children” (Wiserd, 2015). 

They refer to Reggio Emilia and Te Whãriki methods of parental involvement through documentation and portfolios and creating partnerships with parents (Maynard et al. 2013). Analysis of feedback showed that approximately 80% of parents supported the Foundation Phase framework so schools were missing a trick by not taking advantage of the high percentage of parents that could be encouraged to become part of their child’s learning journey. As a result of this report, there were three recommendations made that related to parental involvement. 

Are parents or carers going to see a significant shift towards inclusion? Luckily, some influential people were listening. Professor Graham Donaldson held parents in the same regard as others that have an input into their child’s learning.  Since his report was first published and the Government has turned its attention to implementation of the Curriculum for Wales there has been a positive shift towards parental inclusion. Two significant changes have been made during the preliminary period prior to full implementation of the Curriculum for Wales.

Schools as Learning Organisations 
[image: ]
Schools as Learning Organisations recognises that learning is a two-way process where children learn from adults and vice versa with an emphasis on collaboration and involvement of adults in passing on their own experiences to the children (Welsh Government, 2021b).   In the USA they have been doing this for years where parents are invited in to talk about their careers and interests. Children can see adults as role models and not just parents. It raises self-esteem as well as building relationships with the community and informing about the world in general. We have yet to see this in practice and discover its impact on involving parents but that is due more to the pandemic than lack of motivation by the schools.Welsh Government (2021c)


Appointment of School Family Engagement Officers  
The Government have reported on the effects of the pandemic on a child’s development, particularly with regards to their wellbeing and mental health. Schools have received extra funding, and there are an increasing number creating roles to support children and parents in dealing with the effect of the pandemic. One such role is a family engagement officer (Tremains Primary School, 2022; Adamstown Primary School, no date; Pencoed Primary School, no date).

This has proved to be advantageous in engaging parents and carers in school life and giving them a feeling of being part of the school community. The person appointed provides that vital information on what and how their children learn, and an aura of trust is beginning to emerge between the school and the family. It has a long way to go but it is a start. Parents and carers need to ensure that their voice is heard, and as primary carers they have a right to be part of their child’s development and education. 
As part of a play-based curricula schools should be working in conjunction with parents and carers to ensure that the child receives optimum input both in and out of school. Children are the voice of the future, and they need us as role models to be the voice of now.
For further information on Schools as learning organisations or any documents relating to the Curriculum for Wales the links are below.  
Schools as learning organisations - Hwb (gov.wales)
Curriculum for Wales - Hwb (gov.wales)
a-new-curriculum-in-wales-a-guide-for-children-young-people-and-families.pdf (gov.wales)
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