

1806639  ECEY6001/C  Part 1 The Foundation Phase and Early Years

The Foundation Phase Wales was first introduced in 2010 offering children from three to seven years of age a play-based approach to learning in both indoor and outdoor environments and has children’s wellbeing and personal and social development at its heart.
However, there was a need for Early Years practitioners to have up to date training on the Foundation Phase Wales curriculum to ensure the development of children’s self-confidence, independence and co-operation was paramount. 
Resonating with the work of Froebel and with a recent resurgence of interest in the United Kingdom of outdoor learning environments and how they can support children’s learning (DfES 2007).
The benefits of outdoor play in the Foundation Phase Wales links children’s physical risk taking with a potential to develop further skills for example building their confidence and disposition to manage risk. When asked, many practitioners often stated that outdoor learning and play opportunities were most often weather dependent. Despite this, children are observed engaging in more vigorous and dynamic activities and taking bigger risks when in the outdoors. Welsh Gov (2015)  In the Foundation Phase practitioners stated that the outdoor learning environment was rarely used as a continuous extension of the classroom and many stated that outdoor learning opportunities were weather dependent.
If we compare the Foundation Phase Wales to the curriculum of many Scandinavian countries, the children of Wales are at a disadvantage from the beginning. 
The children in Sweden and many other Scandinavian countries do not start school until they are seven years of age. However, this does not mean that the children stay ay home for the first six years of their lives. In Sweden there is a specifically designed day care available to support working families and each child has funding available from the Swedish government for each child that enrols in the day care system. Children can attend from one to six years. However, in Wales there is no Government funded day care available for working families. These children must attend non-funded private nurseries and are governed by the Childcare in Wales Act (CIW) 2012 and The Childcare Act 2006. Looking at Wales as a comparison, children can attend Flying Start, which was first introduced in Wales in 2007. Flying Start is a Welsh Government funded Programme and is available in targeted areas supporting all families to give zero -three year olds a ‘Flying Start’ in life. Welsh Gov (2019). Flying start comes under the Future Generations of Wales Act (2015) along with the Education Act (2014).The scheme aims to provide intensive support services for children aged 0-3 years old and their families but only if they meet the criteria. Unfortunately, not all areas of Wales have access to flying start. It is currently only available in the most disadvantaged areas of Wales. Gov Wales (2014). In Wales, the introduction of the early years curriculum has improved the links between childcare and education but there is still a split between the two whereas in Sweden the childcare and education system are fully integrated.
However, with the introduction of Donaldson’s (2015) curriculum and the Successful Futures, private nurseries, schools and PRU’s (Pupil referral units) will all be required to meet the requirements set out in the new curriculum legislation and work to support the children in their care to realise the four purposes of the new curriculum. 
The Swedish Education Act (2011) covers provisions for compulsory, pre-school, out of school care and adult education whereas Wales currently works under different Acts for different stages of childcare. 
Play underpins the Early Years Foundation Phase. Through play children learn to develop many skills including language, controlling their emotions and creativity and social skills. Play is natural and spontaneous. It can take place indoors or outdoors and it is at these stages and first-hand experiences in their development that young children learn about the environments and their immediate world. It is through paly they learn new skills and ideas, they take risks, show their imagination and explore. The Foundation Phase curriculum states that both indoor and outdoor environments should be fun, exciting, stimulating and safe to promote children’s development and natural curiosity however it also states that children need to explore and take risks. This is something that children in Wales are falling behind on when compared to the risks children in Scandinavian pre-schools are encouraged to take for example climbing trees and using sharp, full size tools.
As stated in the Foundation Phase handbook (2009) the Foundation Phase practitioners stated that the outdoor learning environment was rarely used as a continuous extension of the classroom and many stated that outdoor learning opportunities were weather dependent. Managing the outdoor learning environment in the Foundation Phase means enabling children to take appropriate risks. The risks associated with being outdoors should have been considered and evaluated, Exposure to acceptable risk is part of outdoor learning. Children need to have a level of understanding of the potential dangers associated with some risk taking.  However, children in Sweden and many Scandinavian countries spend up to 90 per cent of the time outdoors. They would have been introduced to bigger risk taking at an earlier age and the emphasis on unstructured play without the need of expensive playground equipment is actually prescribed in Sweden’s national pre-school curriculum. (WCIF 2020). The children are so used to being outside that they even have 3-sided hut structures outdoors that are used as a napping space for younger children. Children in Finland are given the trust of their practitioner and a freedom to explore, learn and discover the beauty around them and how to look after and respect their environment. However, the risk is deemed too high in Wales to allow the children to spend too long outdoors and to take unnecessary risks. (Stocktake 2014)
The whole education ethos is different in Sweden and other Scandinavian countries whereas children do not start school until they are seven years old compared to children of Wales starting at three years old. There is no formal testing of children in Scandinavia until 3rd grade which is equivalent to Year four in Wales or eight to nine years of age. According to Noonoo (2015) Finland have almost no national tests whatsoever. According to PISA (2018) children in Finland are the happiest children in world! 
There are no school inspectors who visit settings to methodically critique books. Staff in the settings keep folders on each child filled with notes and photos that document their progress. Whereas, since May 2013 all children in Wales from Year two (aged six to seven years) up to year nine (age thirteen to fourteen years) are required to sit National reading and numeracy tests as part of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF). Welsh Gov (2019).
Lifelong learning was adapted by UNESCO to bring Right to Education, Equity and Inclusion under one umbrella. The educational system in Finland is based on equality and democracy. Children need to learn about social relationships and social responsibilities that are embedded into their psyche by the time they start school. UNESCO also concluded that the Foundation Phase not only required a strong lead from Government with a long-term vision but would also require sufficiently motivated and well supported staff. Stocktake (2014)
Forest schools was introduced to the UK primarily from Scandinavia, where early years education conducted in the outdoors is a widely accepted practice. This version of education has existed in Denmark for many years where it is affiliated with the idea of ‘undreskole’ which means ‘outdoor school’. Bentsen and Jensen (2012).
Forest school is a form of outdoor education that is particularly associated with early years children (from three to eight years) where young children spend time in forest of woodland settings. However, this is ideal and only delivered to the children whose settings have access to forest schools. 
Typical forest school activities may include open fires, building dens and shelters, fantasy play, climbing trees, rope swings and using full size tools to cut, carve and create. These are used frequently in Scandinavian countries and are considered ‘the norm’ because the children there have been using the outdoors since joining Kindergarten from around one year old. They seem to be aware of the risks around them. 
Forest schools in Wales offers repeated opportunities for children to connect with nature by providing one half day session outside the classroom in natural spaces. Studies reported that there are barriers in Wales to provide children with continuous forest school experience if the setting does not have the facilities to provide the opportunity. The most common barriers to sustaining forest schools were funding, time and access to woodland sites. Sylva.org (2018) whereas in Denmark the enthusiastic practitioners move their classroom outdoors proving that learning does not have to take place in the classroom. In Denmark, the term ‘Forest School’ is used to describe an engaging and motivating approach to play and learning in the outdoors. The children have the confidence and competency to climb trees, use imaginary play busing natural materials but to also know their limits. However, children in Wales sadly do not get the same opportunities and are lacking in the confidence as their Danish counterparts purely because they do not have the same opportunities as them.
The move from Scandinavian cultures to the UK is something that is critical for practitioners to understand as some practitioners find the idea of being outdoors for an extended amount of time an anathema. Maynard and Waters (2007). Whereas practitioners in some Scandinavian countries being outdoors is a cultural conception and do not know any other way. 
In conclusion, whatever part of the world the child lives, the early years curriculum has the same underpinning ethos for all which is to enhance continuous child development and by putting the child and play at the centre of the curriculum. 















ECEY6001/C   Part 2

Children in Wales, from as young as six and seven years old are expected to sit National reading and numeracy tests (Welsh Gov 2015). There are three tests for them to complete in exam like conditions. There tests are reading, reasoning and procedural. 
However, these children are still in the Foundation Phase where learning through play is still an integral part of the curriculum.
The purpose of these tests is formative, enabling the teachers to assess how the learners reading and numeracy skills are developing. It states in the test handbook (2018) that these tests should not be a source of worry or anxiety for the children. However, this is an impossibility when the children are expected to sit separately instead of working in groups, not talk to each other or their teacher/practitioner and independently read and answer questions. Just by asking the children to do one of these is likely to cause stress and anxiety. The children of Foundation Phase are not accustomed to sitting alone at a table for long periods of time.
If we compare Te Whariki of New Zealand’s curriculum with the Foundation Phase (Wales) assessments, there is a huge divide in the principles of both.
Te Whariki has the children at the heart of learning. Their formal documented assessments are purely the practitioner or ‘Kaiako’ making notes of observations of the child’s achievements and keeping portfolios on each child. This could be in the form of photographs, audio or video recordings and a collection of samples of the children’s work Te Whariki. By analysing the information that has been collected over a period of time the Kaiako or practitioner is able to track changes in the children’s capabilities and alter the pathway for their learning and then subsequently plan to support these.
These portfolios are easy to follow the children’s progress. The observations are taken with the child’s awareness and in oblivion ensuring that the portfolio has ample observations. Narrative forms of assessment, such as learning stories use formative assessment sequence: noticing, recognising, responding, and recording. By using the documentation, the older children work with their practitioner or Kaikio to plan their own curriculum or to dictate their own story. However, with Donaldson’s (2015) new curriculum the children in Wales will also have the opportunity to plan their curriculum with the help of their peers and practitioners but at present the National tests are to remain.
Whereas the Te Whariki assessments take the children’s well-being in mind the formal assessments in Wales do no such thing. They state that children should not be caused any anxiety or stress but this in unavoidable while the assessments remain as they are.
With assessments in Wales the role of the adult is significantly different to that of the adult in Te Whariki. Whilst the children sit the reading, numeracy, and procedural tests in Wales the practitioner is purely there to supervise. They can read the literacy question to the children but are unable to help the children with the answers or to steer them in the right direction. Whereas with assessments in New Zealand they are purely observations and documentation bringing little to no stress or anxiety to the children. 
Unlike Te Whariki, where all assessments are observation based, there are some learners in Foundation Phase Wales who will be exempt from sitting the tests. This could include children with additional learning needs (ALN) or children with English as an additional language (EAL). If they were to sit these tests, they would find themselves at a substantial disadvantage to their peers. It is at the discretion of the Head Teacher to make such decisions although there is an appropriate criterion to follow when making such decisions. Headteachers who take this option must be willing and able to explain and justify their decision to the learner’s parents/carers.
The reading, numeracy and procedural tests are marked by the class teacher and not an examining board although all scores need to be digitally uploaded onto a National database. From this database the Welsh Gov can analyse the age of stage results and the gender difference in the mean age standardised score.
Pupils raw test scores are converted into age standardised scores showing how individual learners performed compared to other learners of the same age, in years and months throughout Wales.
With Donaldson’s new curriculum (2015) it is steering towards the curriculum of Te Whariki in New Zealand, where the learner has decisions to make, are involved in the planning process and are able to document themselves in video and voice recording along with paper documents.
By “understanding the curriculum…means to understand the cultural construction of the child and future citizen” Pinar (2013).
If we look at Donaldson’s four purposes and the ‘ambitious, capable learner’ strand, it states that children are ready to learn throughout their lives. However, by taking away their learn through play ethos and the structure in Foundation Phase, by asking the learners, especially in Year two to sit alone at a desk in exam conditions and too answer questions that many of these learners, especially in year two, find extremely difficult to read causes them considerable stress and anxiety even for the more academic learner.
As stated in the Donaldson’s (2015) report, the external standardised tests have the merit of high reliability, but many have limited validity in relation to the breadth of intended learning. Many practitioners who work with the older children see the tests as a useful complement to their assessments and do provide benchmarks to support teaching and learning. However, the report also states that teachers of younger learners felt that their use and results was limited and did not merit the disruption and stress that they caused.
Donaldson also suggests in his report that by using regular assessments not only help the teacher/practitioner with an insight into the effectiveness of the learning but by providing feedback to the learner and this in turn starts to build their confidence. It also helps learners to raise their standards and nurture ambition. It can also raise enough confidence in the child to ready them for the national tests and give them the opportunity to improve their skills using the feedback offered. Whereas, in Te Whariki there are no formal assessments for children in the early years that would cause them any stress or anxiety. As previously stated, the assessments for early years children in Te Whariki are observations and documentation showing the practitioner what the learner needs to move forward. 
Also, the OCED report (2014) raised the issue that Wales was the only country that conducts the National tests annually. 
If we look at Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of need, it states that children’s basic needs must be met before the child can move forward and start to climb the educational ladder. The needs are psychological, safety, love and belonging and self-actualisation. Simple psychology (2020). Every child has the capability of moving toward a level of self-actualisation. Unfortunately, not all children are able to climb the ladder at the same time. Every child is unique and an individual. Children face different life experiences for example divorce or bereavement meaning their progress would be slower than children who had not faced such adversities.
As stated in the United Nations Right of the Child (2010) UNCRC, all children are citizens and have rights and entitlements. Each child is unique, they have their own developmental path in which they are following, they have different learning styles and communication styles so why is it that none of these features are taken into account with the Nation test in Wales. One size does not fit all so why are these tests implemented as if this were the case?














Task 3      The Continuity of Continuous Play in the Early Years

The Foundation Phase Wales (2015) is a curriculum for 3 – 7 year olds. It was first introduced in Wales in 2010. It was brought in to replace the Early Year curriculum (3-5 Years) and KS1 education (5-7 Years). 
It encourages children to be creative and imaginative with learning through play. It was reported by Foundation Phase (2015) to make learning more enjoyable and more effective.
Included in this framework is an aim for children to have a ‘flying start in life’. Children should have a comprehensive range of education and learning opportunities.
To be able to enjoy the best possible physical and mental and social and emotional health including freedom from abuse and exploitation as set out in the United Nations Convention for the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 2010. It states that children are listened to, treated with respect, and have their race and identity recognised.
They must also have access to play. It is the element of play that I would like to discuss and account with you through my blog.
In the curriculum framework it states that “Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise 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.” Foundation Phase Wales.
By using both indoor and outdoor environments that are both fun, exciting, and stimulating gives children the confidence to explore and learn through hands on experiences. The Foundation Phase environment should promote discovery and independence.
Since working throughout the Foundation Phase I have noticed that continuous provision of indoor and outdoor play is an immense element of the curriculum that is adhered to up to the age of six and seven. At this stage it is slowly petered out and the continuity and freedom that children should be entitled to is slowly withdrawn. This is to ensure the children are mentally ready to enter KS2 where play is no longer an element of the curriculum provision.
Why is this provision withdrawn early? Is it because the Government introduced the National tests? These tests or assessments were first introduced to schools in Wales in May 2013. Children of all abilities from Year two are expected to sit these tests including children with SEN (special educational needs), children with behavioural issues and children as young as 7 years of age.
Or is it slowly withdrawn to prepare the children for the transition to KS2 where there is no play in the current curriculum. 
Throughout the Foundation Phase children have the opportunity to rotate around the classroom with continuous provision. This could be indoors or outdoors. 
Continuous provision refers to the use of resources that are continually available in both indoor and outdoor classrooms for the children to use independently. These provisions should match the interests and general stage of development to extend their learning. Areas of continuous provision include construction, sand and water, role play and creative areas. Children choose which area they would like to play in. All Foundation Phase classrooms should have a pictorial choosing board that the children can independently chose an area they would like to work in. This can be indoors or outdoors. The younger the child the more continuous provision is available for the child. As the child grows and moves through the Foundation Phase and onto the next stage of learning they will encounter more enhanced learning and less of the continuous provision they are familiar with.
Enhanced learning is used in addition to continuous learning and is to help the children think more deeply, practice new skills, and learn new ways of working. New resources are added to help stimulate the children’s learning.
In Year two, morning sessions are predominantly literacy and numeracy provisions. Practitioners use this time with the children to do group work or whole class activities. In the beginning of year two this is unfamiliar to most children as throughout their early years in the Foundation Phase they used the continuous provision curriculum. 
In excellent schools, practitioners plan active independent learning experiences both indoors and outdoors for the children. Activities that will help them to practice and improve their literacy, numeracy and personal and social skills, whereas in earlier foundation phase years pupils could play independently with the continuous provisions provided.
It appears that as the child progresses through the Foundation Phase the play element of the curriculum is quashed somewhat and hands-on, child led activities that build on their knowledge and understanding are introduced more and more. 
If we look at Swedish schools the divide between outdoor education is phenomenal. The Swedish children spend up to 90% of their time outdoors. They are aware of the risks and have the trust and guidance of their practitioners to explore and take some risks whereas in Wales the outdoor provision provided by year 2 is purely time spent outside. There is no provision, no activities set it is just purely time in the fresh air. There are no risks involved and children are discouraged from climbing and taking risks. 
On one occasion in my setting a young boy made a tyre swing out of a skipping rope an old tyre and the big old oak tree that stands proudly in our grounds. I watched the children work together as a team and co-operate to complete this mission, listening intently to the young boy whose idea the swing was. There was a queue of children waiting patiently to have a turn on this swing. It was brilliant and kept them all entertained until one of the teachers noticed the swing. He then approached the group of children and shouted at them for being ‘so silly’ and that they might have caused an accident! So what? What if they had had an accident! The swing was 4 feet off the ground. Instead of disciplining the children he should have been congratulating them on their camaraderie, their teamwork, their imagination, and their use of different items to make something new. 
This is where Wales is lacking behind our Scandinavian counterparts. This was a brilliant invention that should have been praised yet because of the risk and health & safety concerns they were disciplined. 
Hopefully when Donaldson’s (2015) new curriculum is embedded and education and childcare is all in one, maybe schools can follow the ethos of Scandinavian education and allow children to take such risks whilst being outdoors.
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