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Section 1
In 1988 the Education Reform Act helped shape the education system by putting in place policies aiming to raise and improve the standards of education by introducing league tables based on exam performance (Standard Assessments Tests - SAT’s and General Certificate of Secondary Education - GCSE’s) and a National Curriculum that required schools to teach the same subject content to 7-16year-olds (Thompson, 2017). The foundation Phase was introduced in 2008 by the Education (National Curriculum) (Foundation Stage) (Wales) Order 2008. Desirable Outcomes for Children’s Learning before Compulsory School Age (for 5- seven-year-olds) and the National Curriculum Key Stage One (for five- seven-year-olds) was replaced with the Foundation Phase (The School Run, 2021; Thomson and Lewis, 2017). In England it is called the Foundation Stage whereas in Wales it is known as the Foundation Phase (The Education (National Curriculum) (Foundation Phase) (Wales) Order 2014). The Foundation Phase (FP) for three- to seven-year-olds offers to deliver more play-based learning and activities to promote children’s development (BBC News, 2008). The purpose of the introduction of the FP was to transform Early Years Education bringing consistency and continuity to education (Jones as cited in BBC News 2010). 
According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) the FP and the FP principles were intended to move away from inappropriate curriculum and the formal nature and teaching processes for young children. A report by Hanney in 2000 (as cited in Thomson and Lewis, 2015) included a review of research from other countries including the High Scope approach in America, whereby their approach is child-initiated learning, the rationale behind this approach was based on a belief that children may experience failure in education if formal learning is introduced too young as they are not ready. Essentially having a whole-child approach based on the child’s readiness, where the child actively engages in learning through their natural play and interactions with others, the environment and events (HighScope, 2021). Changing trajectory to a socio-cultural approach is the opportunity for the FP to move away predetermined stages and measurements those stages against specific targets (Thomas and Lewis, 2017). The social-cultural approach includes changing practice, beliefs and pedagogy, this is essential for the effectiveness of the implementation of the FP (Siraj, 2014).
The FP is a play-based, active learning approach in Wales. The ethos of the FP and the idea of a child-centred approach is associated with Dewey (Thomas and Lewis, 2017). John Dewey a theorist who emphasised putting the individual at the centre of learning, a learner-centred pedagogy where children are encouraged to develop their interests and experiment rather than being a passive learner. That the role of the practitioner/teachers is to facilitate learning, to encourage individual’s curiosity and motivation by encouraging and channelling their interests to develop intellectually (Aubrey and Riley, 2015). Essentially putting the individual at the centre of learning; asking practitioners to get to know their children, learn about their interests, develop those interests and reflect on how best to support each individual child in their setting. Montessori and Froebel share the notion of a learner-centred pedagogy, stating education should be child-centred, interactive and active involving the child’s world and community (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). 
Froebel and Montessori particularly see play as an educational tool, that play is intrinsic and can be guided by an adult towards learning using appropriate play materials and resources to promote learning (Crowley, 2017). Suggesting that children are intrinsically motivated by their own play agendas and interests, the role of practitioners is to channel those interests and guide them towards learning opportunities. This can be seen in the FP pedagogy, where children should have opportunities to develop skills, knowledge and understanding through a range of play experiences (WG, 2015). Additionally, encompassing the rights of the child - Articles 6, 28, 29, 31. Particularly, children’s right to an education and their right to access play (UNICEF, 2006). The combination of education and play has developed from theorists such as Dewey, Montessori and Froebel putting children and play at the centre of learning.
According to Ofsted report the impact of the Early Years Foundation Stage (2011) key finding showed personal, social and emotional development outcomes has improved with specifically planned activities to support the area of learning, outcomes for communication were good or outstanding due to planning appropriate opportunities. However, it did find that children’s language for thinking was weak due to missed opportunities to extend learning or did not allow enough time for the children to develop their thoughts. This highlighted improvements in outcomes but also showed practitioners could allow more time for children to develop their thinking and observe when to extend children’s learning. Consideration on Bruner’s spiral curriculum could beneficial here, allowing children time to revisit what they have learned and to revisit topics allowing for deeper knowledge and understanding to develop where the information is reinforced each time a child revisits leader to improved learning outcomes for children (Howard, 2012). The effectiveness of Bruner’s spiral curriculum depends on advocating children’s learning happening through enquiry, where practitioners guide and focus children’s learning to accelerate children’s thinking (Curee, No date). Additionally, according to Liu (2016) a spiral curriculum makes connections between children’s daily lives and personal experiences and the model is designed to better motivate children to improve their learning. This can be seen as an area I need of development in the FP. Suggesting practitioners could benefit from using Bruner’s model of the spiral curriculum to extend children’s learning and developing their thinking. 

An independent evaluation of the Foundation Phase in Wales (2012) led by the Welsh Institute of Social & Economic Research, Date & Methods (WISERD) was conducted to help guide and shape the development of the FP. The report showed children had improved motivation and concentration, improved wellbeing particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Similarly, the report also showed improved social and emotional development which is reflective of the Ofsted 2011 report. Suggesting social and emotional development has been impacted positively since the implementation of the FP. It is also reflective of the theories that underpin the ethos of the FP, such as the sociocultural pedagogy. However, the report also states a challenge for practitioners in relation to the meaning and terminology of the pedagogy and how a play-based pedagogy can be combined with statutory curriculum and further consideration of these were needed to support the implementation of the FP (WISERD, 2012). 
Sociocultural perspectives on pedagogy focuses on the individual offering the child-centred ethos underpinned in the aims of the FP. The essence of the sociocultural pedagogy is that all children are recognised and valued and gain experiences and learning opportunities through a range of contexts, through observations and interactions (Morton and Guerin, 2017). However, part of the success of a sociocultural pedagogy depends on key aspects of practitioners understanding of learning, their expectations and their practice. Consolidating what was highlighted in the WISERD (2012) report stating this could be a challenge for practitioners. However, in 2008 Welsh Assembly Government published a Learning and Teaching Pedagogy guidance document relating to the skills, knowledge and understanding deemed essential across the FP for delivering Learning and for teaching. This document is aimed at students rather than teachers or practitioners already working within the FP. This can support students in understanding the FP pedagogy, whereby they embrace their role as a facilitator of learning, who responds to the children’s interests, learning alongside the children and to reflect and improve practice. This can support the implementation of the FP for future practitioners by embedding the pedagogy through higher education. Thus, resulting in practitioners understanding the terminology of pedagogy that can reducing the challenges practitioners face when implementing the FP.

According to Taylor (2016) the most important objective of the implementation of the FP was to raise pupil attainment, studies by Taylor concluded there was a positive link to attainment and children in the FP. However, a key challenge to the implementation is again the understanding of pedagogy and theories of play that underpin the FP, as can be seen in the Ofsted (2011) report. Therefore, from 2011 to 2016 (5 years) the challenge of this understanding of a play-based pedagogy was still prevalent and remained an issue. Suggesting that practitioners understanding of pedagogies impacted on the implementation of the FP. Additionally, key findings in the Evaluating the Foundation Phase Document (2014) showed there was a variation in practice that can be explained by staff attitudes, even though many understood the ‘learning through play aspect of the FP their negative attitude towards the FP impacted effective implementation. Suggesting many practitioners’ attitudes towards the FP and the play-based curriculum was still a barrier to delivering effective learning through the FP. This can be seen in discussions with practitioners, whereby it was suggested some teachers seem fearful of embracing new pedagogies and still favour or hold onto formal pedagogies (WG, 2014). Furthermore, findings in the Final report Evaluating the Foundation Phase (2015) stated that positive changes to practice and the implementation of the FP was largely dependent on attitudes and interpretations practitioners had of the FP.
Siraj explains in the Independent stocktake (2014) evaluation looked at a variety of reports and research such as Evaluating the Foundation Phase, gathering evidence and validating findings. Whereby, evidence showed there were inconsistencies and ineffective implementation of the FP when regarding understanding of disadvantage. The stocktake identified attitudes of practitioners showed exclusionary practice and practitioners had low expectations and lacked understanding of disadvantage, holding communities and parents accountable (Siraj, 2014). The same key messages are evident in both evaluations on the inconsistency of implementation and how that relied on the attitudes, understanding and practitioners’ interpretations of pedagogy (including play based) (Waters, 2016). The stocktake (2014) made 24 recommendations to WG and 9 of those are related to ‘training’ mostly related to theory and practice and the development of appropriate pedagogy to improve practice thus, improving the implementation of the FP in becoming less ineffective and more consistent throughout Wales. An emphasis being on the role of the adult and appropriate playful and play based learning environments (Waters, 2016). the emphasis on training strongly suggests practitioner’s role, attitude and training is indeed vital in the successful implementation of the FP.
Donaldson (2015) proposed a ‘radical’ stance in Successful Futures review of Curriculum by means of integrating recommendations by building on many of the existing strengths of the existing Welsh Curriculum and the FP. The evidence revealed that continuing to support the FP as it was frequently mentioned the FP was a positive reinforcement and was one of the ‘best things’. However, a recommendation was to add ‘experience’ to the Areas of Learning, becoming Areas of Learning and Experience, gesturing to the importance of education experiences. The addition intends to develop rich experiences for the education of children broadening their opportunities and motivate and stimulate imaginations and enjoyment in learning. It also points to the whole curriculum adopting the approach of the FP but to extend and improve on the FP approach. Donaldson (2015) makes recommendations that practitioners should apply pedagogical principles when planning and teaching, becoming reflective practitioners and professional learning should be developed to ensure the skills and knowledge necessary for successful transformation of the Curriculum whilst building practitioners capacity.
Donaldson’s (2015) review paved the way and informed the new Curriculum for Wales for 2022. According to Power, Newton and Taylor (2020) the new curriculum also has implications and research has identified challenges to the implementation of the new Curriculum. Challenges such as demands on human resources and materials suggesting a significant increase in investment is needed to ensure the experiences addresses the inequalities the new curriculum set out to tackle among others (WG, 2021). The previous evaluations of the FP highlighted weaknesses around practitioners’ skills, understanding and knowledge that impacted on the implementation of the FP. As a result of reviews and recommendations the new Curriculum aims to improve practitioners through training (Siraj, 2015). To do so significant funds are needed to offer practitioners the training they need to understand the ethos and aims of the curriculum to successfully implement (Power, Newton and Taylor, 2020). One could argue the intent to combat and rectify one area of weakness impacting effective implementation has led to the development of another going forward, one cannot improve without the other. The question is, will there be significant investment for the strengths of the FP to be developed and built upon in the New Curriculum or will there be a continued line of weakness that will impact the implementation of the New Curriculum? The New curriculum is coming into effect in 2022 with the to make Wales future generations, capable, ambitious learners, who are enterprising and creative, becoming ethical and informed citizens who are healthy and confident (WG, 2020).















Section 2 
The FP requires an end of phase assessment at the end of year 2 for all children within the FP. The Foundation Phase Profile (WG, 2017) sets out the Framework and Welsh Governments requirements as part of the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF) which supports children learning and development throughout the FP. Whereby the purpose of the FP profile is to provide a baseline assessment at the age of 4/5 and an end of phase assessment at the age of 7 (Eurydice, 2021) through observations and formative assessments (WG, 2017). The assessments are in accordance with The National Curriculum (Desirable Outcomes, Educational Programmes and Baseline and End of Phase Assessment Arrangement for the Foundation Phase) (Wales) Order 2015. The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) (2017) must be used for the Baseline assessment and the Full Profile Form (2016) or the Compact Profile Form (No date) must be used for the end of phase assessment. The outcomes are measured against Age. For instance, Outcome 1 has an expected age of development 24-36 months (WG, 2017) on the profile it has tables relating to areas of development which has 2 boxes to assess from ‘Children are able to’ and ‘Children may be observed’. These are referred to as skill ladders (WG, 2017). It stresses the importance of observation and how they should take place during all provisions and scenarios to ensure many aspects of the specific outcome has been observed several times. Suggesting consolidation and affirmation of the child obtaining the desired outcome effectively is important. 
Observations are key a key component of assessing children in the FP, as stated in the FPP observations need to be unobtrusive and recorded and documented for assessments and for informing future planning through continuous and enhanced provision (WG, 2017). According to Langston and Doherty (2012) practitioners who have effective observational skills on an ongoing daily basis are able to meet the needs of children, practice is observational led. The process allows for evidence to be accumulated which informs the practitioner the current level of development and the next stages of attainment across all areas of development. It also accommodates for the ‘unique child’, as each child will play and learn differently, and observations will show how the individual uniquely presents. Each assessment is unique to the child, what they are able to do and how practitioners can support the development of the individual to reach their true potential Langston and Doherty, 2012). However, assessment criteria is predetermined based on assumptions of what a child of different ages should be able to do or what can do. Often requiring documenting what targets a child can do but also what they cannot do. This does not account for the unique child as there is a generalisation and assumption that all children of a certain age should be doing the same thing (Smidt, 2015).
The role of the practitioner is also key to effective observations, the key person has a responsibility to build relationships with the child and parents, getting to know the child well (Rogers, 2012). Once these are established it can have a positive impact on the child’s developing. Ensuring the child has transferred positive bonds and attachment to the key worker, making them feel safe and secure (Kendra 2019; Bowlby 1979; Maslow, no date). Once these needs are met children are able to play and learn in true reflection of their capabilities. Thus, allowing practitioners or ‘key persons’ to observe a more natural and real representation and presentation of the child. Research by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) showed that an important factor of effective progress for children was when high quality adult-child interactions took place, where practitioner and child shared meaningful experiences with a shared understand of interest and mutual understanding. This is called sustained-shared-thinking between a learner and an adult, developing a co-construct approach to learning (Smidt, 2015). One could argue that sustained-shared-thinking and quality observations are both key components for accurate assessments for children.
These assessments are based on what are observed in the environment, indoors and outdoors and through a variety of opportunities. However, learning environments vary from setting to setting. Siraj (2014) review indicated that the implementation of the FP varied across Wales from setting to setting and was not consistent. One could argue that assessment could also vary based on the quality of the delivery of the FP ethos, attitudes of practitioners and the skills and understanding they have. This is evident in the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase (WISERD, 2012). Therefore, assessments could vary depending on these, the impact of having limited resources and rich learning experiences may not provide the opportunity to have rich educational experiences, adults who do not understand sustained-shared thinking may not offer the interaction which supports progress. Suggesting that these will impact overall on the outcomes of the assessments not through ability but through a lack educational experiences and interactions with informed and knowledgeable practitioners. However, practitioners and settings are monitored by ESTYN, these inspections ensure that children receive riche learning opportunities in rich environments. ESTYN’s vision is to inspect and improve the quality of education. It also aims to improve training for practitioners and outcomes for children. Offering a set of standards and qualities that must be reached, offering guidance and advice through reports (ESTYN, No date). in theory the inspections and reports can highlight setting that are effective and settings that are not. Offering advice and guidance on how to improve standard to then support children effectively, quality and accurate assessments of children and improve the overall outcomes for children.
In comparison to the FPP and assessments, Te Whāriki use ‘Learning Stories’ – practitioners use narrative assessments-for-learning journeys. These are done through portfolios and narrative assessments. The stories capture knowledge and ability through stands A for Agency, B for Breadth, C for Continuities and D for Distribution. The strands create the dimensions of the portfolio and demonstrates the journey of learning of individuals. Each portfolio is unique to the child (Carr and Lee, 2019). The purpose of the learning stories is to revisit and deepen children’s learning, not moving on from stages, unlike the FP assessments but broadening and revisiting almost consolidating and extending their own learning by revisiting their learning stories and crate more. The four principles comprise of experiences, events and activities all woven together (Rogers, 2012). The FP took inspiration from Te Whāriki regarding children actively being part of their learning (Crowley, 2017). Given children choices and practice and planning being child-centred. However, assessments are still ages and stages dependant offering a comparison to assumption of what children at certain ages are meant to be doing rather than documenting their individual learning journey. This does not encapsulate the unique child but rather the attained target achievements of the child in line with others. 
The new curriculum however has made a move towards what the child can do rather than what the child can do by ages. For example, the introduction of ‘I can statements’ or new achievement outcomes will now be an ongoing progress determining whether children are developing ‘on track’ rather than ‘best fit’. It also states that formative assessments will take place with the learner, reflecting on what they have understood they have learned and identifying how they can continue their learning and development (WG, 2019). Additionally, the assessment and the new curriculum set out to support children becoming capable ambitious learners, enterprising, creative contributors, healthy confident individuals and ethical informed citizens (WG, 2021). Similarly, Te Whāriki also have four strands of aspirations for children and expectations of what their curricula and assessment processes hope to develop in children. The new curriculum 2022 offers to put the children at the heart of assessment and that assessment plays a fundamental part to developing the holistic view of the individual. Identifying, supporting and challenging accordingly to the best interest of the learner (WG, 2020). The changes to the assessment hope to support children in holistic development.





















Section 3 

Inclusion and disability in the Foundation Phase

‘Disability is the single most serious barrier to education across the globe’.
(UNICEF, no datea, web-based article).

According to UNICEF (no datea) almost 50 per cent of children are robed of their rights to learn and denied inclusion in their communities and decisions that affect them, due to having disabilities. UNICEF goes on the say that all children have a right to an inclusive education and quality learning. This is also supported by United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Save the Children, no date). The United Nations Human Rights treaty, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2006 clearly states UK Government has ‘committed to continuing to develop an inclusive system’ in education, signing the treaty in March 2007 and coming into ratification in 2009. The aim of the treaty is to change approaches and attitudes to persons including children with disabilities and reaffirming all persons including those with disabilities have rights (United Nations, no date). Suggesting children’s rights are essential and accessing an inclusive education is a right all children have regardless of disability.

So, how far have we come since 2009?

One could argue not far enough in Wales. According to a Children’s Commissioner report in 2020 Building Blocks: Inclusion in the Foundation Phase, children with possible undiagnosed and diagnosed disabilities are still being excluded or put in isolation from a very young age. The report found an increase in the amount of Foundation Phase children being excluded with Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020a; 2020b). SEBD is often associated with learning difficulties, trauma, social and emotional difficulties, and additional needs such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which can lead to academic failure without appropriate inclusive support (Wigan Council, no date). 
A key issue raised during the analysis was the amount of unlawful or unofficial exclusions given to children. Suggesting although statics show 768 fixed-term exclusions were reported by the Local Authorities in Wales it is not a true indicator of the total amount of fixed-term exclusions as 3 Local Authorities did not submit data, nor does it account for the number of unofficial exclusions (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020a; BBC News, 2019). In addition, school exclusions have increased by 70% since 2012 (UK Parliament, 2020). In consideration of this information statistics could be significantly higher in Wales. Which raises the question as to why children are being excluded and how that impacts on their right to an education. Furthermore, why are children being unlawfully excluded?

The Law on unofficial exclusions.

According to Elliott (2021) it is unlawful to send or request that a child goes home as it is classed as being ‘informally excluded’. It is also illegal to exclude children based on their disabilities and children with suspected SEN or SEN should not be sent home unless there are exceptional situations. The implications of informal exclusions are a lack of evidence of those children being formally or officially excluded, even when parents agree to collect the child (Child Law Advice, no date). Suggesting school do not need to report these as exclusions, maintaining low exclusion statistic which is unlawful, it also indicated that parents are unaware their children are being unlawfully excluded. Additionally, Parliament UK (2010-11) states there has been strong arguments that education settings should be moving towards school systems having zero exclusions, this is linked with statistics showing exclusions result in poor outcomes for young people with disabilities, whereby 87% of primary school’s exclusions were related to children with SEN and they are over 8 times more likely to be excluded. Ferguson argues that schools instigate the removal of children when it is in the best interests of the school rather than the best interest of the child’s (UNICEF, no dateb) and can often be a gateway to obtaining other provision in another setting. This goes against several of children’s and parental rights and only protects the school figures and statistics for inspection purposes (National Autistic Society, 2020).

Are they being excluded on the grounds of their disability?

A person discriminates against another with a disability when they treat them unfavourably and that treatment is an inappropriate way to achieve aims (Equality Act, 2010). Often meaning children with disabilities in the Foundation Phase due to their age, understanding and limitations due to their disability may not comprehend the act of exclusion to improve behaviour, parents are also unaware that their child is being unlawfully excluded and often comply to the schools requests (Child Law Advice, no date). Thus, discriminating against children with disabilities and their families. Interestingly this goes against Inclusive Practice as according to Every Child Matters (2007) quote ‘The diversity of individuals and communities is valued and respected. No child or family is discriminated against’. The value of effective practice clearly states effective practice is encouraging children to participate, to promote equal opportunities, promotes non-discriminatory practice to ensure children and their families feel safe, valued and included. Additionally, according to Mitchell (2017) research has shown exclusionary practices are ineffective when addressing behavioural challenges and results in lost educational opportunities. Suggesting that the only one benefiting from exclusion is the setting and is a short term ‘fix’ to a long-term challenge.
	What is the school’s responsibility?	
Schools and settings according to the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) have a responsibility to include all children, children have a right to an inclusive education (UNICEF, No datea). Furthermore, schools and settings should work to reduce barriers to inclusion, to eliminate discrimination and to promote positive attitudes and equal opportunities for all children regardless of disability (WG, 2015). Excluding children does not promote an equal opportunity as the child being excluded does not have the opportunity to participate in school when being sent home. One could argue this does not make the child feel safe, valued or that they belong in the environment. One could also argue this could impact negatively on the child’s ability to meet self-actualisation. According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs pyramid, children need to have their basic and psychological needs met, they need to feel a sense safety, security, belonging and esteem (Maslow, no date). Excluding children from school often negatively impacts on children and their families.
The way forward?
Parents should know they have a right to act if they feel their child has been informally excluded and they can also act if they feel this was based on disability discrimination in accordance with the Equality Act 2010. This knowledge can prevent children and families being put in difficult situations during the early years and during early pathways of diagnosis, whereby children are being excluded due to their undiagnosed presentation of their difficulties. It can also be said that parents and children need to be aware of their rights (Save the Children, No date) and when those rights are being are being breached. 
Consideration of Inclusion not exclusion is key to offering an inclusive education for children with disabilities, it is time to remove disability as a barrier to education in Wales and across the globe! 
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