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Identify a specific area of ECEC provision as your focus. Design and critically justify an intervention to improve practice in a Foundation Phase or an early childhood setting. You should critically consider and justify the notions of ‘quality’ and ‘improvement’ implicit in your work. The academic report should include a critically considered justification for your chosen intervention.
Introduction
The Cambridge dictionary (2019) defines ‘Autonomy’ as ‘the ability to make your own decisions without being controlled by anyone else’. This article seeks to address the issue that currently teachers and practitioners in schools and early year’s settings are unable to work autonomously and rely on their own knowledge, belief and ethos to support children’s learning for fear of failing to meet perceived regulatory and systematic requirements. According to a Foucaultian view of power and ‘governmentality’, the very nature of power and discipline in current education systems prevents practitioners from acting autonomously and instead self-regulating to conform to perceived societal ‘norms’ (Moss, 2019; Kallman, 2015; Foucault, 1977). The question of whether this is perception of reality or an individual internalisation of perceived authority and accountability is considered. Taking a Foucaultian view of power, knowledge and the nature of the individual, the role of system authority in the development of practitioner autonomy is explored. Studies into effective early years education emphasise the importance of the role of the adult and the quality of the adult interaction on children’s long term development, learning and achievement (Melhuish et al., 2017; Melhuish, 2016; Sylva et al., 2014; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008; Sammons et al., 2004; Siraj et al., 2002). The implications of Foucault’s ‘governmentality’ on the delivery of a pedagogy based upon these identifiers of quality are discussed. The proposed intervention would support practitioner knowledge of the reality of policy and regulatory expectations and identify the implications for practice through development of practitioner autonomy through knowledge and understanding of current policy, curriculum and regulatory requirements. 
 For the purposes of this discussion the term ‘practitioner’ will cover teacher, learning support assistant, one to one support worker, childcare assistant and teaching assistant; the term ‘leader’ will cover Foundation Phase leads, deputy head teachers, head teachers, managers and deputy managers; the term ‘settings’ will cover maintained settings, non-maintained settings and school early years classrooms.
A Foucaultian Understanding of Education and ‘Governmentality’
The introduction of the new curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government, 2017b, Donaldson, 2015a; Welsh Government, 2015a) provides the opportunity to revisit the current pedagogical approaches deployed in settings and allow a drive towards practitioner autonomy for delivery and assessment. Indeed momentum for change is gathering and leaders in education are passionately behind changes to the current top down, outcome-focussed approach. Waters (2018) and Evans (2018) discuss the new curriculum in Wales as an opportunity to move away from teaching to the curriculum or to meet inspection standards and re-establish education in Wales as learner centred practice. Evans (2018) and Waters (2018) further highlight the educational reforms as an opportunity to give the power back to practitioners, to act as a guide allowing practitioner autonomy within their individual schools and settings and as an opportunity ‘to liberate the profession and give schools more freedom to serve the individual needs of their own pupils’ (Evans, 2018:1). However, despite the positive response to the curriculum, elements of conformity to societal ‘norms’ are still evident. Within current Welsh Government Education Secretary Kirsty Williams’s statement on the new reforms, a strong focus of the new curriculum is to ‘represent what we want - what we expect - the citizens of the future to become, to know, and to have gained from their teachers’ leaning towards what Foucault terms ‘governmentality’ (Welsh Government; 2018a, Foucault, 1977). The term ‘governmentality’ describes the objective of governments is to produce citizens that will fulfil their governmental ideals and policies, ‘governmentality’ been developed further by Rose (1991) suggesting that effective ‘governmentality’ forces the individual to ‘self-scrutinise’ and ‘self-regulate’ within institutionalised ‘norms’ for behaviour and societal expectations. From this perspective, it is difficult to determine whether full practitioner autonomy is achievable if individual knowledge is so heavily influenced by structures in government and individual understanding of ‘norms’. 
Foucault ideology has a humanistic core within a post-structuralist view on knowledge and truth where individual understanding of concepts are subject to interpretation. Further analysis and exploration of Foucault’s ‘Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison’ (Foucault, 1977) suggest knowledge and identity are socially constructed and influenced by the experience, nature and perception of the individual. From this perspective, it has been theorised that education systems are similar in nature to the prison systems discussed by Foucault, achieving  compliance and control via ‘the gaze’, the perception by individuals of being watched and scrutinized by a higher power (Woerman, 2012). In an educational context, these higher powers constitute regulatory bodies of Estyn and the Care Inspectorate Wales as well as published data from standardised testing and outcomes (Estyn, 2017; Care Inspectorate Wales, 2017; Welsh Government, 2015a). This view of power through surveillance has been reinforced by Habernas (1994); Habernas although heavily critiquing much of Foucault’s philosophies as unstable and mystifying, agrees that hierarchical institutions such as government education systems can control and monitor individuals in society without being present (Habernas, 1994; Isenberg, 1991). These structures in the current education system are those that remove the autonomy of practitioners through quantifiable accountability measures linked to government established expected ‘norms’ for children’s achievement including ‘Curriculum for Wales Foundation Phase Outcomes’ and the ‘Common Inspection Framework’ (Estyn, 2017: Welsh Government, 2015b).
Foucault’s theory suggests that institutional power encourages and enforces individuals into self-regulation and conformity through a perceived set of consequences and power relationships or ‘regimes of truth’. Relating to Bentham’s ‘panopticon’ prison model (Bentham and Beauchamp, 2011) in chapter three of Foucault’s book (1977), the idea of an unseen surveillance figure is conceptualised and incorporated into each individual’s soul as needing to conform to the ‘norms’ of behaviour and perceived rules of society. This resulting in individuals governing themselves in response to internalised expectations of behaviour (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005). Foucault’s ideas propose that institutional power incites discipline and conformity through individual self-regulation rather than coercive means; thus obscuring individual control and autonomy by influencing the individuals understanding of what their ‘norms’ and ideals should be. In contrast, Ricken (2006) proposes that individuals’ understanding of themselves must also influence the way institutional power is understood and how that power is then internalised by the individual. This view by Ricken (2006) suggests that even though the ‘governmentality’ suggested by Foucault’s (1977) theory has a strong implication on practice in educational settings; it does not eliminate all practitioner autonomy. This acknowledgement may enlighten the reason for the pockets of ‘excellent practice’ delivering a play-based, child-centred pedagogy identified by the ‘Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase’ (Welsh Government, 2014).  
In an educational context, Foucault’s theory of ‘governmentality’ relates to the structure of regulation within educational establishments from government level down to the individual contributions within a classroom. For example, school ratings and funding are linked to school performance set out through standardised tests and inspection reports at a Government and Local Authority level (Welsh Government, 2018b). Perceived pressures to achieve these ratings and funding can often lead to changes in practice and priorities from an individual in order to meet the perceived demands at the varying levels of perceived power cascading down from government level. Information used to place schools into rating categories relies predominantly on outcome data linked to children’s level of achievement and age related ‘norms’ within the curriculum and has been branded as ‘unfair ‘ and ‘misleading’, failing to take the individual nature and circumstances of children and schools into account (Welsh Government, 2018a; Boot, M. 2016). 
Understanding ‘Norms’
To continue this exploration of the issue of practitioner autonomy, we must also consider the idea of the ‘norms’ by which the perceived standards, rules and requirements of ‘governmentality’ are set; in the case of education in Wales the outcomes, developmental ‘norms’ and stages of development by which success in education, teaching and learning are measured. Indeed, the responsibility lies not only with Welsh Government, but also with the regulatory bodies of Estyn and Care Inspectorate Wales in creating these perceived ‘norms’ and targets. 
Moss and Urban (2018) discuss the difficulties and complexities of standardised testing at an international level, and arguably, the level that sets the agenda for the ‘governmentality’ cascaded down in Wales. The issue of ‘norms’ across a national and international level is discussed within the context of the emerging OECD International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study (IELS) for five year olds as a method of international benchmarking at an early years level (Moss and Urban, 2018; OECD; 2018a). The OECD (Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development) (2018a:1) claims that the IELS will provide ‘a common language and Framework’ and ‘in-depth insights on children’s learning development at a critical age’. These claims appear to ignore the notion that childhood and society across the Countries involved vary in context immensely, with each Country’s priorities for their citizens differentiating dependent upon the values of that particular government and focus on Foucault discipline terms of ‘classification’. Foucault explains ‘classification’ as where individuals are placed into groups according to their position within expected ‘norms’ (MacNaughton, 2005; Foucault, 1977). Foucault’s views on ‘governmentality’ have relevance again here; each Country has a different ideal of what they want their citizens to be as identified in the earlier statement by Education secretary Kirsty Williams (Welsh Government, 2018a). This understanding of drivers can be taken one-step further from an educational perspective towards the ‘governmentality’ of Welsh Government education agenda through international drivers such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), the long established ‘older brother’ of the proposed IELS (OECD, 2018b; Foucault, 1977). The PISA programme involves international benchmarking of Countries according to their student outcomes in predominantly English, Maths and Science; high scoring Countries in these areas have greater potential to attract international investment and funding, strengthening their home economies and international prestige (Wightwick, 2016). Therefore it is inevitable that home governments will tailor their individual education systems to enable their children to meet these desired international ‘norms’ and place themselves in the highest ‘classification’ category. This influence is highlighted as one of the aims of the IELS study with the OECD stating the intention of the IELS testing is to:
Inform early childhood education centres and schools about skill levels of children at this age as well as contextual factors related to them that they could use to make more informed decisions about curriculums and pedagogical methods. (OECD, 2018a:1)
McNaughton (2005) extends the concept of ‘norms’ to early childhood more generally conferring that societies current ‘norms’ are the ‘regimes of truth’  that are accepted by society and the individual at that time and are predominantly based on ideologies created through conforming to current expected standards. Thus enabling the creation of ‘citizens’ required to fit into particular ‘classifications’ and function in society (Moss, 2019; Foucault, 1977).
Each of these current drivers of outcome focussed pedagogies and data reliant funding and rating systems lie in stark contrast to the fundamental ethos of the early year’s curriculum in Wales: The Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015a). The fundamentals of the play-based pedagogy embedded within the Foundation Phase structure lie in the Reggio Emilia approach to learning and development in early childhood (Cagliari et al., 2016). The Reggio Emilia phenomenon originates from a municipal area of Italy following liberation from Nazi occupation, where the people, then free from authoritarian rule took an opportunity to change their ‘governmentality’ and chose a new path creating an education system with a true child-centred focus (Moss, 2019; Cagliari et al., 2016). With a view of people that ‘conformed and obeyed as dangerous’ a whole new approach to education began, a resistance to the previous ‘governmentality’ enforced via Nazi occupation (Moss, 2019:67). The new ‘governmentality’ stems from the individuals of the local community themselves, acting autonomously to create an education system that works for their children and their locality instead of governmental objectives. It is incidental that this approach to education has allowed children to excel within the international benchmarks that now dominate the educational landscape. The difficulty at a political level is that, as acknowledged by Moss (2019) you cannot simply transfer this approach from one place to another. The construction of the Reggio Emilia approach by the individuals operating this curriculum in practice ensures that the specifics of this approach are relevant to the children and practitioners at an individual and local level, for which autonomy for both practitioner and child are key and ‘norms’ differ from individual to individual (Cagliari, 2016). 
One of the key points of the Reggio Emilia approach is that no political institution of government can know what a child needs to know in the future or what they will become. This resonates with Graham Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ report reviewing the curriculum in Wales; Donaldson states the Wales needs ‘to prepare children and young people in Wales to thrive and be successful in a rapidly changing world’ and for ‘practitioners to focus more directly on teaching and learning’ rather than overwhelming and conflicting assessments and accountability measures (Donaldson, 2015a; Donaldson, 2015b). 
The need to move away from education through ‘governmentality’ and give autonomy of learning to children and practitioners has been discussed by key educational thinkers and is supported by research into quality early years provision. When discussing educational reform, Sir Ken Robinson discussion in his TED talk ‘Changing Education Paradigms’ resonates with the Foucaultian principles of ‘governmentality’. Robinson (2010) highlights that educational reform comes from a political driver to develop future citizens to serve the requirements of society (Foucault’s ‘governmentality’, Foucault, 1977); however the difficulty created by a rapidly changing society is that governments do not know what type of citizens may be needed in the future (resonating with Donaldson’s review, Donaldson, 2015b). Robinsons discussion of the current school system follow elements of Foucault’s view of prisons in that children are segregated (classification), sorted into groups of age and ability (distribution), regulated through standardised testing (regulation) and controlled through strict routines (discipline) all of which result in ‘producing’ children that can function as citizens of the government (Gillies et al., 2017; Robinson, 2010; Foucault, 1977).
Robinson (2010) states that education now should move away from the ‘production line mentality’ through government drivers of education and focus instead on developing creativity and divergent thinking, resonating with the fundamentals of the Reggio Emilia approach of individual autonomy and relevance (Moss, 2019).
Changes to the curriculum in Wales, redefining the pedagogical principles of the Foundation Phase and changes to practitioner qualifications at all levels in Wales provide the opportunity for practitioners to engage in a new approach to teaching and learning that promote autonomy and child-centred practice (Welsh Government 2018c, 2018d; Welsh Government, 2017a; Gillies et al., 2017; Welsh Government, 2015b). The Foundation Phase Action Plan includes new pedagogical principles for practitioners designed to promote autonomy stating the need for practitioners who:
› who prompt the child to think about and reflect upon their learning experiences in order to extend their learning when appropriate 
›› who plan developmentally appropriate, engaging learning opportunities informed by regular observation and assessment of children’s abilities
 ›› who actively engage parents/carers in the setting/school community, seeing them as partners in their children’s learning 
›› who look to continuously develop themselves professionally, sharing and learning from excellent and effective practice and working with other practitioners across Wales and further afield.					(Welsh Government, 2016:8)
However, elements of these still link back to the current ‘norms’ accepted within the current education system using terms such as ‘developmentally appropriate’.
A movement towards practitioner autonomy and child-centred learning resonates with research evidence regarding quality of provision in early year’s settings. The Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years study (REPEY) (Siraj et al., 2002) explored the pedagogy in early years settings found to be delivering high quality provision that had long-term effects on children’s achievements and outcomes at age sixteen. Although these results have to be considered within the context of the problem with developmental ‘norms’ and standardised measures and achievements sought for success within the current ‘governmentality’; we must also consider the incidental success in these areas for Reggio Emilia children in Italy where the democratic approach to education lies in stark contrast to the government controlled current approach to education in Wales (Moss, 2019; Gillies et al., 2017; Cagliari, 2016; Welsh Government, 2015b). The findings from the REPEY study that are important to consider here is that the behaviours of the adults were identified as the crucial element of delivering a high quality provision. Specific behaviours identified included co-construction of knowledge between children and adults, development of sustained shared thinking, and promoting problem solving and conflict resolution with children as partners (Siraj et al., 2002). These approaches both develop and scaffold children’s autonomy in their own learning.
The recognition of the importance of adult pedagogy and co-construction of knowledge has been highlighted in proposed curriculum reforms highlighted above; the complexities of balancing this with the ‘governmentality’ that still exists through accountability and regulatory bodies is challenging and has been identified as part of educational reform reviews. Mourshed et al. (2010) identifies that in order for educational reform to be effective and complete it must happen at all levels and in all aspects, not just as a bolt-on to current approaches or adapted to fit different elements of governance. This is reflected in the review of Estyn commissioned by Welsh Government following the full acceptance of the review of the education system in Wales (Donaldson, 2015a). Recommendations for the education regulatory body in Wales Estyn are that autonomy for inspections are returned to schools allowing self-evaluations of progress and working with Estyn rather than assessed by them; thus mirroring the more democratic approach of the Reggio Emilia philosophy of education (BBC, 2018). This then allows schools to self-assess progress considering their individual contexts and discuss how they are meeting the needs of their students rather than governmental ‘norms’.
The issue now lies in how to enable practitioners to change their pedagogical focus from the current ‘governmentality’ approach to an autonomous one. 
Practitioner Confidence and Professional Learning
Practitioner lack of autonomy and confidence in their own skill and knowledge level does not come from a lack of training or professional learning. A Foucaultian approach argues that it is ‘the gaze’ and a constant feeling of ‘surveillance’ through the inspection, accountability and rating comparisons previously discussed that have removed practitioner autonomy from practice in settings. From a government perspective, there are continual drives to upskill and support the continued professional development of staff in a general sense as well as more specifically linked to the new curriculum in Wales. Changes to professional teaching standards and teaching assistant standards through the Education Workforce Council, and the ‘Childcare, Play and Early Years workforce development plan’ have been implemented to develop practitioner knowledge and confidence at all levels (Welsh Government, 2018c; Welsh Government, 2018d; Welsh Government 2017a). These standards ensure that practitioners enter the early years and education workforce with an understanding of child development, how children learn through play and the role of the adult in supporting this development and learning. These standards are based on the underpinning principles of the Foundation Phase and recommendations of curriculum and educational reform reviews (Welsh Government, 2014).  John Furlong’s report ‘Teaching Tomorrow’s Teachers’, despite including elements of ‘governmentality’ such as creating ‘informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales’ and ‘individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’; includes movements towards teacher autonomy are evident stating that teachers should have ‘a sound understanding of the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of teaching as well as the ‘what’’ (Furlong, 2015). These statements indicate that the journey is as important as the outcomes for children and for this practitioners alone have the responsibility to deliver in practice. However, Foucault would argue that the focus on these elements is deflected towards ensuring teaching; learning and the children themselves result in meeting the hierarchical standards set by Welsh Government and regulatory bodies. 
Intervention: Re-establishing Autonomy for an Effective Play Based Curriculum
The proposed intervention for practitioners will take the form of a professional learning intervention highlighting the potential impact of child-centred approaches to teaching and learning through research evidence and a deeper understanding of play based approaches to education such as Reggio Emilia and providing practitioners with an understanding of their own ‘regimes of truth’. It is generally agreed that professional development needs to be contextual and locally relevant (Waters et al., 2018), to implement curriculum reform and institutional change professional development should be consistent with common messages delivered by educational leaders (Colmer et al., 2018). The intervention aims to balance the two objectives providing practitioners with an understanding of the ‘governmentality’ of the educational reform aligned with the importance of autonomy and context specific delivery at a practice level.
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