1.
In 2008 the Welsh Government began the implementation of a new curriculum in Wales, it is known as the Foundation Phase. The Foundation Phase combined the Early Years curriculum with Key Stage One of the National Curriculum to create a holistic, play based phase of education (Wainwright et. al. 2016; Welsh Government, 2015). The Foundation Phase was greatly inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach (Maynard and Chicken, 2010). The Reggio Emilia approach is a child-directed philosophy that recognises and respects children as competent, curious, and imaginative learners with a strong understanding that children learn best through interaction and engagement with others (Loh, 2006). The Reggio approach has applied Vygotsky’s sociocultural theories in their pre-primary phase schools where children, teachers, and the environment around them work together to inspire and create knowledge for the children, ensuring that they have the social connection they need to develop holistically in a friendly learning environment, cited by Aubrey and Riley (2019). According to Maynard and Chicken (2010) the Reggio Emilia approach provided a great influence on practitioners in Wales during the implementation of the Foundation Phase. It provided them with the help and support that was required to engage with Reggio philosophy and explore this approach in their own classrooms. Maynard and Chicken (2010) also reported that the Reggio approach was already familiar with the challenges that the introduction of the Foundation Phase would bring and therefore wanted to support practitioners’ attitudes and positions of child-led learning. 
The Foundation Phase strongly represents itself as a curriculum that is at the centre of the child, endorsing a holistic, play based approach to learning with a strong emphasis on practitioner’s pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). However, the problem with the implementation of the Foundation Phase is the lack of professional learning. This assignment highlights and discusses the implications of professional learning through the Foundation Phase rollout and compares it to the intentions of the New Curriculum that is being introduced in Wales in September 2022. 
The Foundation Phase has great emphasis on the practitioner being the facilitator to learning and how it is essential for practitioners to have thorough knowledge and understanding throughout the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2008). Yet, according to Maynard and Chicken (2010) the Foundation Phase was proved to be very challenging for many practitioners. Practitioners lacked support, and subsequently they were unable to understand the allowance for children in their care to explore their own ideas and theories if they were believed to be inaccurate or not part of the curriculum. Many practitioners did not want to allow for any misunderstandings, therefore not allowing the child to explore and learn for themselves, despite the Foundation Phase’s emphasis on encouraging children to make their own choices and having their interests taken into consideration (Education Wales, 2020a). 
Marjorie Sheen from Welsh Government (2010) stated her commitment to the philosophy behind the Foundation Phase and her desire to ensure that all educational practitioners received the appropriate training to implement the Foundation Phase. She urged school governing body’s to systematically provide training to practitioners across the curriculum in developing the Foundation Phase.  However, following a three-year evaluation carried out by the Welsh Government (2011a) it was reported by Waldron, Rhys and Taylor that the traditional, formal pedagogies were still being used by many practitioners due to a lack of understanding of the Foundation Phase. Maynard, Morgan and Waters (2010) researched teaching and learning in the Foundation Phase and concluded that if practitioners reflected on their own beliefs, it would enable them to fully engage in and benefit from the Foundation Phase. The report continues to state that for the Foundation Phase to be successful, practitioners must communicate and work with one another and be confident in their own abilities, as without the role of the practitioner the Foundation Phase would not be possible. In addition, the research from Maynard, Morgan and Waters (2010) shows how lacking high-quality training for practitioners undermines the Foundation Phase's ability to achieve the best results for children. This was also outlined and suggested in the Monitoring and Evaluation of the Effective Implementation of the Foundation Phase (MEEIFP) project across Wales (Siraj-Blatchford, et al., 2005), acknowledging that the need for high quality child development and pedagogy training in colleges and through continuous professional development needed to be addressed. Siraj-Blatchford, et al. (2006) also said how the support for children in their early years was of a higher quality when the staff were well-trained and qualified with knowledge of child development and pedagogy. According to the Independent Stocktake report (Welsh Government, 2014), there has been a great deal of evidence that shows how practitioner training positively impacts quality, education, and the wellbeing of children. It also states that if maintained schools, funded non-maintained settings, LA and consortia services and other services such as Estyn and CSSIW combined their understanding of theory and evidence-based practice this would provide a wider range of professional learning opportunities. This would support the development of teaching and learning across the Foundation Phase (Burchinal et al., 2002; Fukkink and Lont., 2007).  
Siraj-Blatchford, et al. (2005) reported on a Welsh Assembly Government Foundation Phase conference where practitioners were asked about the training and support that was given to them during the rollout of the Foundation Phase and in both the maintained and non-maintained settings practitioners were split down the middle with their response - two thirds of headteachers disagreed, stating that there was a lack of training being received. Less than one-fifth of the headteachers surveyed indicated that their school had been supported by their Local Education Authority or the Welsh Assembly Government. According to Maynard, Morgan and Waters (2010) and Education Wales (2020a) the Welsh Government’s duty is to ensure that the practitioners obtain the relevant training that they need, as a great deal of responsibility is associated with practitioners in helping to enable a child-centred, rich learning experience that is practical, fun and full of indoor and outdoor provisions. However, the Independent Stocktake (Welsh Government, 2014) states that during the beginning of the implementation of the Foundation Phase the training was of ‘weak quality’, therefore, without the appropriate training and support provided to practitioners in these settings during the initial roll-out period (Siraj-Blatchford, et al., 2005, cited by Waters, 2016) it proves to be very difficult to sustain a learning rich, child centred curriculum that adheres to the criteria of the Foundation Phase. 
The New Curriculum 2022 has been created to meet the changing needs of today's society and raise the standards of education in Wales (New Directions, 2019). According to the Donaldson Review (2014), teachers requested more autonomy to decide how and what to teach within the curriculum. The Welsh Government New Curriculum allows for a more personal approach to education with four purposes being at the foundation of the curriculum with areas of learning and experience, it allows the children to focus on things that matter to them at a pace that suits them (Welsh Government, 2020a). 
According to a report by Furlong (2015) adviser to the Welsh Government, it was found that the training of teachers in Wales was not of sufficient quality to meet the demands of the country. Furlong (2015) reported that Estyn’s Chief Inspector of Education and Training in Wales said how it is imperative that the initial teacher training is consistently high quality so that it gives them the best start to their teaching career. The Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) (2013) Learning Standards Study reported that there was a need for higher quality Initial Teacher Training in order to meet the challenges of effectively educating children for the 21st century, as it is evident that the current system is not fulfilling its role effectively across a wide range of different measures. The report, which is supported by the Donaldson Review (2014) continues to say how the supporting evidence shows that the current standard of teaching does not meet the standard that is in other parts of the United Kingdom or internationally, and that there is a need for higher standards of provision and continuous professional development to make it more attractive to prospective candidates who can reach the standards that are expected. 
The Foundation Phase Action Plan from the Welsh Government (2016) states that when the Foundation Phase curriculum is being delivered well it has proved to be purposeful. The Foundation Phase has made great achievements for all children, with improvements especially in school attendance, literacy and learner well-being. Taking this into account, the Welsh Government (2016) Foundation Phase Action Plan also highlights the need for greater consistency throughout the delivery of the Foundation Phase across Wales, which is supported by Maynard and Chicken’s (2010) research on practitioners professional learning, it indicates how practitioners have a lack of understanding of the Foundation Phase curriculum and how to implement it, but also accepting a change in childhood education.
With the purpose of supporting the rollout of the New Curriculum in schools across Wales, the OECD (2021) emphasises the importance of investing in educational practitioners’ capabilities by strengthening their skills and competencies and developing partnerships if they are to be essential factors to the New Curriculum. The Welsh Government (2019a) states how professional learning is central to ensuring that all practitioners have the necessary knowledge and skills needed to implement the education reforms. The training that is provided for the rollout of the New Curriculum for Wales is set out to cater for different levels of professionalism, so that each practitioner gets the relevant knowledge they need to understand and implement the curriculum. Practitioners can access the training and materials online using the 'hwb' regional support programmes, this will allow for practitioners to revisit and refresh their skills when they need to (Welsh Government, 2019a; Education Wales, 2020a). Education Wales (2020a) states that new professional standards will aid practitioners in reflecting on their practice and recognise individual and group achievement in comparison to national standards – making a much more tailored training approach for practitioners. Practitioners can further their training by identifying areas themselves that need further professional development with continuous professional learning (Welsh Government, no date). Further to this, the Welsh Government (no date) will also set clear expectations for successful practice, including the requirements to entry to the profession. Egan, et al. (2018) reports that in order for the Welsh Government to attract more high-quality teaching staff the new standards will move away from the former competency-based approach and towards a search for active and creative professionals. Wales were still using a range of professional standards that were developed in 2011 since the devolution, therefore Wales needed to update and modernise a new set of standards to fit in with the New Curriculum. The new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership represent practice that is in accordance with the new curriculum (Egan, et al., 2018; Welsh Government, no date).
To conclude, the Foundation Phase and New Curriculum for Wales are only as good as the practitioners make it. The role of the practitioner is paramount to the success of any curriculum, therefore, if you have practitioners open to a new approach and development of the curriculum, understanding not only what they are teaching, but how and why it is being taught then Wales is embarking on an exciting, broad, and balanced education for the children of the future. Practitioners are expected to fulfil their role as professional educators, but with a significant need in professional learning this is difficult to attain. The New Curriculum gives practitioners more autonomy to help children to understand and explore what they are learning and achieving. 
	
2. 
This assignment considers the concept of the 'unique child' from the perspective of the Foundation Phase Profile and compares it to how the New Curriculum for Wales methods of assessment reflect the idea of a ‘unique child’. 
According to the Welsh Government (2017), the main purpose of the Foundation Phase Profile is to deliver a framework assessment that is consistent across the country and corresponds to the end of phase results. The Foundation Phase Profile has been developed as a summative assessment method that combines observation and formative assessments to understand children’s holistic development and assess their abilities in key areas (Welsh Government, 2017). As stated by the National Foundation for Educational Research (2018) and Assessment Foundation (2017) reporting on The Donaldson Report, a summative assessment shows what the child has achieved, it summarises attainment at a particular point in time and demonstrates an assessment of learning, usually through tests or exams. Summative assessments within the Foundation Phase Profile work towards the child’s learning outcomes, recording how far they have progressed using a skill ladder of outcomes which relate to the child’s expected age of development. This will give them a ‘score’ for each Area of Learning (Welsh Government, 2017). Whereas a formative assessment occurs on a daily basis throughout teaching and learning, allowing practitioners and children to measure achievement and progress more frequently. They offer a personalised learning experience. Formative assessments are used to aid learning, by indicating what needs to happen next. Formative assessments focus on what the child is achieving and how they can move forward, rather than focussing on Foundation Phase Outcomes (Welsh Government, 2017). 
Upon entry to the Foundation Phase, usually at the age of three years, the settings practitioners are required to assess children to collect information about their development or attainment as they start the setting. This will provide practitioners with important details at transition and support them in planning the next steps in learning. This is known as the Compact Profile (Baseline) and allows for practitioners to produce a single outcome for each Area of Learning, making it easy for practitioners to observe early on and provide key information about each child, in order to support their early development (Welsh Government, 2011b; Welsh Government, 2017). The Full Profile is used to determine the end of phase outcomes at the end of Year two. It includes additional skill ladders to allow for a more detailed skill tracking throughout and at the end of the Foundation Phase. At the end of the Foundation Phase, in year two, practitioners will carry out an end of Foundation Phase assessment (Welsh Government, 2018a) where they will decide which Foundation Phase Outcome on the national curriculum scale best suits each child’s progress.
Both the Compact Profile and the Full Profile assessments give a score in the Outcome, making it easy to track their development through continuous, enhanced provision that is both children led, and practitioner led through indoor and outdoor activities (Welsh Government, 2017). To have a holistic observation on the child, it is important that practitioners allow children access to play and learn in the outdoors, as children may behave differently outdoors, and it is important to reflect this in the assessment process (Welsh Government, 2017; Estyn, 2019). Pacey (2016) states in order to get a true reflection of a child’s abilities and learn about their interests that practitioners are required to observe them when they are engaged in something they have chosen to do, rather than a planned activity, this will allow for a formative assessment (Welsh Government, 2017).
The main purposes of observing children are to determine where they are on the learning continuum so they that they can be helped to develop, as well as recognise any difficulties or exceptional abilities. These observations need to be acquired over time, which will enable practitioners to assess how much the children have progressed and whether they need further opportunities to reinforce their learning (Welsh Government, 2017).
When children are in the Foundation Phase, they are expected to reach certain outcomes within the Areas of Learning. Outcomes describe what the child should be capable of and how they should be achieving it. Within the Areas of Learning, a scoring method is used. The scoring method scores children based on the outcomes that they achieve, and ultimately, they will progress and move up a skill ladder (Welsh Government, 2017). As noted in the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2017) when a child climbs the outcome ladder there are guidance statements next to each outcome that must be considered before an outcome can be awarded to that child. This is not a ‘unique child’ concept, but rather a ‘one size fits all’ and ‘check the box’ approach. Pacey (2016) states how by using a checklist technique, which involves moving up the ladder when a child achieves an outcome, is a biased observation. It does not support the unique child as it is likely that important observations will be overlooked that will enable the practitioner to support the children’s learning and development further. 
The Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2017) aligns the learning outcomes to expected ages, not taking into consideration the possible 11 months age difference between children in a class. Realistically, outcomes would be expected to differ between children born at the start and end of the academic year as children born earlier would have a longer length of schooling before sitting standardised testing at the end of the Foundation Phase (Crawford, Dearden and Greaves, 2013).
The Foundation Phase Profile should correspond with assessments conducted by health professionals in order to support the early detection of developmental delays, special education needs or additional learning needs, as well as the provision of additional support for children who require it (Welsh Government, 2017; NDNA, 2019).
Estyn (2011) state how effective observation and assessment of children’s progress in all Areas of Learning are required to enable practitioners to identify the level at which they have reached and determine the next steps for their learning. Estyn (2020) inspect the quality of the education in schools and the teacher education and training based on their standardised testing results. Standardised testing is a form of summative assessment. Standardised test scores are often linked to important outcomes, such as school funding. Considering this, it places unnecessary stress on children and teachers and can affect their performance. Standardised tests do not account for the unique child as they are extremely biased having a ‘one size fits all’ approach (School of Education, 2020). 
In relation to the ‘unique child’, the disadvantages of using summative assessments in the Foundation Phase are they are not taking into consideration children with language or cultural barriers who may not understand the question being asked, especially if English is not their first language. The summative assessments that are used in the standardised testing at the end of the Foundation Phase are only looking at a limited range of skills and abilities. Children with physical or learning disabilities are at a disadvantage before they start. There are also the children who do not perform well under pressure or are working at the extremes or working out of the range for their age, therefore not showing a true reflection of their development and abilities, failing to achieve a set standard but they are still progressing in their learning (Welsh Government, 2019b; Spira, no date; Groepl, no date). Welsh Government (2019b) does highlight to parents and carers that children do not make progress at the same rate.
The New Curriculum for Wales sets out 4 purposes, one of which states that children will become healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government 2020c). This already shows a supportive approach to the unique child. Practical and important issues within the existing curriculum assessments were brought to attention by ‘Successful Futures: an independent review’ cited by Welsh Government (2020c). It stated how the achievement levels were not as high as expected and the current assessment arrangements are unsatisfactory in improving performance. Therefore, the new curriculum for Wales aims to develop innovative assessment procedures (Welsh Government, 2020c). The curriculum and assessment arrangements that are being developed are tailored to a more individual, modern child. In relation to assessment in the New Curriculum for Wales, Ofsted chief inspector, Spielman, cited by Schools Week Reporter (2018) stated that it would look at not just the aim of the curriculum, but also how well it is implemented, as well as the results, outcomes, and goals for young people. 
Welsh Government (2020d) acknowledge that assessment is an integral part of the curriculum development and its primary aim within the curriculum is to help every learner achieve progression. Assessment is essential to learning and teaching, and it requires collaborative partnerships amongst all those involved, including and especially the learner. The focus of assessment should be on recognising each individual learner’s strengths, accomplishments, areas for improvement, and, if applicable, any educational barriers. This New Curriculum is already demonstrating a strong commitment to the ‘unique child’ approach. Welsh Government (2020d) continue to say that with this insight to assessment within the New Curriculum, the practitioner should use this in discussion with the learner to establish the next steps necessary to take their learning further, including any additional support that may be needed. This again shows a focus on the individual child, taking their individual needs into account. Welsh Government (2020d) add that this is achievable by incorporating assessment into daily practice in a way that interests the learner and goes unnoticed by the child. This will enable the practitioner to respond to the needs of the children in their classroom on a continuous basis. The insight and understanding that a practitioner gains from assessment is essential in supporting the child’s learning development (Welsh Government, 2020d). 
The New Curriculum identifies that every child is going to progress in a different way and at a different pace, therefore the progression steps have moved away from the old curriculum approach of ‘one size fits all’ and have allowed for broader expectations. It takes away the focus of how children should reach a certain point of development and learning by a set age (Welsh Government, 2019c). It recognises that learning happens in all forms and some children may take a different route to achieve the progression in their learning journey (Welsh Government, 2018b). This focus is very supportive of the unique child concept and places the child at the centre of their learning – an approach which has been recognised by theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky and Montessori, cited by Aubrey and Riley (2019). The Welsh Government (2019d) have announced that there will no longer be phases and key stages, therefore the Key Stage 2 standardised testing will no longer exist. The focus will be on continuous assessment with learners being assessed in connection to their school curriculum, giving practitioners the autonomy to develop suitable assessment plans to support the progression of the child. 
One of the assessment methods that could be introduced is Learning Stories. According to Alexander (2021) a Learning Story is a written observation which is accompanied with a photograph or video that a practitioner has seen a child doing. The child’s abilities and learning dispositions should be integrated into the learning story written by the practitioner. The Learning Story emphasises what the child can do and is doing rather than what they cannot do. It is a very positive assessment to use. Learning Stories could be used throughout the New Curriculum, and as the children grow and their skills develop, they can get longer and more complicated. However, Alexander (2021) does state that the Learning Stories take time to write, and they are usually written after the event has happened which would require an accurate memory. Also, as they do take some time to write they may not be done as often as required which would not provide a proper record of the child’s development. Whilst the Learning Stories are attractive and easy to read Alexander (2021) argues that the quality of the Learning Story would depend on the practitioner writing it and their own views, values, and feelings. 
Overall, the New Curriculum for Wales is a step forward for the children of tomorrow, it allows for practitioners to create a more personalised curriculum to support learners on an individual basis rather than categorising them according to their age or developmental stage. The new curriculum is a great breakthrough for Wales, placing the child directly at the heart of learning. 
With the removal of the standardised testing in year 2 it moves away from comparing children across age and grade levels, allowing for a more relaxed approach, recognising that children the same age will develop at different stages and that this is not a cause for concern.


3. 
How has Covid-19 affected the socio-economic standards in the children of today’s education? 
There is no denying that the previous 18 months have had an impact on everyone. Regardless of where you’re from, your level of education, your income, or your gender you will have been affected by Covid-19. Schleicher OECD (2020) expressed how the repercussions of Covid-19 have affected the education of the most disadvantaged children in today’s society.
Welsh Government (2020b) stated that according to a study conducted by the Centre for Research in Early Childhood, parents' socioeconomic status is still the most important factor of whether their children will succeed in adulthood, particularly in the United Kingdom. This is without the effects of the current economic crisis, resulting in school closures leaving some of the most disadvantaged children without an education (Schleicher OECD, 2020). Referrals to social care teams have dropped, which raises the concerns that domestic neglect, exploitation, or abuse is going undetected during the closure of schools (Ofsted, 2020). 
The Children’s Commissioner (2020) states that the Government differentiates a family between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged by their eligibility for free school meals. Yet, prior to the pandemic an alarming 1.3 million children in the UK lived below the poverty line but were not entitled to free school meals, with another 100,000 school children ineligible because of their immigration status (Child Poverty Action Group, 2020; Child’s Commissioner Wales, 2019). With the income thresholds for eligibility still falling where does this leave low-income working and disadvantaged families? 56% and rising of the people in poverty are in work poverty households or one parent families (Barry, 2020). This is hardly alarming when families in Wales, who are in receipt of working tax credit as the living wage is insufficient to sustain them, cannot claim free school meals, even if they live below the poverty line (Child Poverty Action Group, 2020). Families living in poverty or with limited resources have been most affected by the measures that have been put in place to prevent and control Covid-19 (Unicef, no date). 
Schools have been praised for the support and remote education they have provided during the school closures, however what happens to the children who do not have access to alternative learning opportunities? What about the children who do not have their own resources to effectively learn from home? These children are regressing in basic skills, their reading and writing abilities are suffering, they have lost physical fitness, and many are showing signs of mental distress (Ofsted, 2020). During the school closures some children have had limited or no access to what is seen as essential technology. These are things many of us take for granted, such as reliable internet, a laptop or tablet to access home schooling provisions. Many children also rely on library visits to complete their homework, but with the lockdown enforcing closures this has not been possible (Child’s Commissioner Wales, 2019; Vibert, 2020). The Government introduced a free laptop programme, which provided a significant benefit to the children who were eligible. There were 540,000 children eligible for laptops and only 37% of these were allocated a device, but that is nothing in comparison to the children who were overlooked. The scheme only targeted between a third and a half of children who needed this provision. It is estimated that 1.34 million children, based on those eligible for free school meals did not get access to the programme that was put in place (Children’s Commissioner, 2020). For those children with reliable internet access at home, online platforms have been used for most of the child’s intended learning. The children were expected to use these provisions at their own convenience, but with many teachers not frequently using ICT in their classrooms (Schleicher OECD, 2020), how many children will be familiar with how to use these programmes at home? 
YouTube broadcasts were also relied on for fitness workouts, again to be used if the children could or wanted to access them. A report from the BBC (2021) reports on fitness coach Joe Wicks offering free online PE lessons to help families keep fit during lockdown. Joe stated he recognised that there are children with no access to outdoor provisions who are missing their friends and missing school, hoping he would provide structure to these children. But again, without reliable internet access many children would not have accessed this. Home life does not always suit for children to be on laptops or watching tv, with many families still working through the pandemic and children using childcare provisions such as grandparents or day care. How do families balance their responsibilities whilst supporting children with their education at home? Action for Children (2021) reported that 30% of 2,000 parents asked were worried about the impact Covid-19 is having on their children’s education. But also, what happens to the children who do not have the support from families or their home environments? The responsibility of providing early learning opportunities for younger children and home schooling for older ones has fallen primarily on parents and carers, but with the current pandemic impacting the social climate in homes, this has indirectly affected children’s education. Children from lower income households are likely to struggle to complete homework because of limited space or lack of a quiet place to study. Furthermore, the parents and carers from these households lack the confidence to home school their children (Darmody, Smyth and Russell, 2021). 
In an investigation of the effects the global pandemic has had on school routines, Parsons (2020) expressed a great concern over children’s access to and use of the outdoors, stating that whilst the Government does encourage children to go outside once a day, not all children have the opportunity to do this. Not all families have a garden or a quiet street where children can play, and with the prohibition on using public parks this further restricts children’s access to the outdoors. The Children’s Commissioner (2020) stated how schools could make use of their outdoor space by putting on activities for children who do not have access to this type of stimulation at home, but whether this went ahead or not is unreported.
It has been proven that experience of traumatic events, like the prolonged disruption of schooling and lockdowns due to Covid-19, will have a long-lasting negative effect on children’s educational outcomes. With children having unequal access to the resources and support required for home learning the consequent learning loss may have long-term negative implications on the education and future life prospects. The research that is continuing to emerge highlights that the ongoing pandemic has intensified the already existing socio-economic inequality across societies. Families at the lower end of the income scale, who are more vulnerable to ever-changing circumstances, are especially hard hit by the current situation. The pandemic brings many common challenges to different social groups, but the scale of the impact is generally very different.

