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This section will critically analyse the implementation of the Foundation Phase referring to evaluative research evidence and reports such as the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase, Successful Futures, and the OECD Welsh Education Reform Journey: A rapid policy assessment report. This section will focus on the ‘vagueness’ of the Foundation Phase document and the difficulties faced by practitioners in implementing the Foundation Phase curriculum effectively and will look at what can be done to support the improvement of the education system in Wales. This section will also consider how Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures has shaped the New Curriculum for Wales and will also look at some of the similarities between the Foundation Phase and the New Curriculum for Wales. 
The Foundation Phase was the statutory curriculum for all children aged 3-7 years old in Wales before the introduction of the New Curriculum for Wales, the curriculum was rolled out so that it was implemented by 2011/12. The aim of the Foundation Phase promoted a new play-based approach to learning for children aged 3-7 years old. This new play-based curriculum put emphasis on the importance of play and first-hand experiences for children’s learning. (WJE, 2015, p. 2) However, the implementation of the Foundation Phase came with challenges. Maynard et al. found that there was not a clear explanation for the approach and pedagogy of the Foundation Phase that practitioners could use (2013 p. vii). Practitioners were faced with the challenge of identifying what was meant by terminology such as ‘structured play’, ‘active learning’, ‘child-initiated learning’, and ‘practitioner-directed’ learning (Maynard et al. 2013 p. vi). The implementation of the Foundation Phase led to the problematic issue of how ‘play’ was interpreted by practitioners across Wales (Wood and Attfield, 2005). Wood and Attfield state that ‘play cannot be defined or categorised because it is always context dependent, and the contexts are varied’ (2005 p. 5)
The Welsh Government introduced the Foundation Phase as part of a strategic reform designed to improve the Welsh education system. The idea of the Foundation Phase was that it would raise standards in basic skills of numeracy and literacy and ‘close the gap’ of disadvantaged children, it also aims to encourage the Welsh language and traditions of Wales, and build strong economically thriving communities that welcome and support multiculturism (NAfW, 2001). Siraj (2017) states that for the Foundation Phase to be implemented successfully it needs to be implemented with integrity and understanding. Waters (2016) says that the Foundation Phase workforce must know how to support and extend children’s outcomes through the successful implementation of the Foundation Phase.
Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), we can see how the difficulties of guidance and implementation can be broken down into levels of influence of the pedagogy within the education system. From the macro system level within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, the Foundation Phase has undergone multiple reviews. Firstly, the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase in 2014 by Iram Siraj, then again in 2015 as part of the Successful Futures Report by Graham Donaldson, and then also in 2017 by the OECD Welsh Education Reform Journey: A rapid policy assessment report. These reports highlighted many strengths within the Foundation Phase, Graham Donaldson (2015) stated that the Foundation Phase is one of the ‘best things’ about the curriculum in Wales within the Donaldson Report (p15), he also went on to say that the Foundation Phase is a ‘real strength’ on which to build the new curriculum (p19), although he identified areas of improvement to support effective delivery for practitioners and children’s learning (Donaldson, 2015).
An Independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales (2014) was carried out to understand how well the Foundation Phase was being implemented. The Stocktake also recognised that there was an issue of understanding the principles and practices set out within the Foundation Phase and being able to put these into practice. Although the Foundation Phase includes well-established principles and practices, there is a need for all relevant practitioners and staff to clearly understand these to ensure they can implement this curriculum effectively. 
The Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) compiled a list of 23 recommendations to support the improvement of the Welsh education system. There were several recommendations related directly to the training and support needs of all staff working within the Foundation Phase, by having specific training that is ‘fit for purpose’ this will support Foundation Phase staff to better understand the vague terminology within the Foundation Phase document. 
A three-year evaluation of the Foundation Phase was undertaken, and a final report was published in 2015. The report sets out the main findings of the evaluation and concludes with 29 recommendations. The evaluation found that the introduction of the Foundation Phase led to improvements in children’s educational achievement, well-being and involvement and therefore would encourage the Welsh Government to continue to develop and improve the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). One of the recommendations within the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase (2015) states that Foundation Phase training modules should be revised to improve practitioners’ understanding of the approaches and pedagogies within the document. Specifically, training modules need to include more materials to support the understanding of what is meant by the terminology used within the Foundation Phase document. 
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results for Wales reflect the weaknesses within the education system in Wales. In 2011, after scoring significantly lower than average results in the 2009 PISA Wales began a large-scale school improvement reform to improve the quality and equity of its education system. The Welsh Government invited the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) to carry out a review of its current education system. The report, Improving Schools in Wales: an OECD Perspective, provided several recommendations to help shape a long-term vision for the education system in Wales. As a result of this, Wales developed a vision and strategic plan to improve the Welsh education system. (OECD, 2017)
In March 2014 the Welsh Government commissioned Professor Graham Donaldson to review the current curriculum and assessment methods in Wales (Successful Futures, 2015). Successful Futures (2015) states that the shortcomings of the Foundation Phase and results of Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) surveys highlighted the need for change. Donaldson (2015) states that evidence suggests there is a need for continuing support of the Foundation Phase in Wales. 
Waters (2016) suggests that through reviews of the Foundation Phase it is evident that promotes positive children’s outcomes. However, there are concerns about how consistent pedagogies and practices within the Foundation Phase are understood and implemented across Wales. Siraj and Kingston (2014) estimate that only about one fifth of settings in Wales are delivering the Foundation Phase effectively. 
The New Curriculum for Wales (2020) is now being rolled out in all schools across the country. The Curriculum for Wales aims to support every school to develop their own curriculum which is relevant to their school and their children, enabling learners to develop towards the four purposes of the curriculum. The New Curriculum for Wales supports practitioners to develop a more integrated approach to learning. Some aspects of the New Curriculum for Wales build on the main parts of the Foundation Phase such as the seven areas of learning which is now the six Areas of Learning and Experiences within the new curriculum. The Curriculum for Wales promotes collaboration and cross-disciplinary planning, learning and teaching. This will enable children to build connections across all areas of learning and relate different experiences, knowledge and skills to what they have learnt. 
Within this section, a number of different evaluative research evidence and reports were used to analyse the implementation of the Foundation Phase. This essay focussed on the ‘vagueness’ of the Foundation Phase document and the difficulties faced by practitioners to implement the Foundation Phase effectively as a result of this. Recommendations from reports were considered to support the improvement of understanding and implementation of the Foundation Phase. In conclusion, it is clear that the terminology within the Foundation Phase document is vague as stated by Maynard et al. (2013) and Wood and Attfield (2015). There is a need for specific Foundation Phase training for all staff working within the early years sector which is clearly stated within the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) and this is also supported by evidence found within the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase (2015). The New Curriculum for Wales clearly shows that the Welsh Government are committed to education reform in Wales. There are links to the Foundation Phase approach throughout the New Curriculum for Wales, as Graham Donaldson (2015) stated that the Foundation Phase was one of the best things about the Welsh curriculum and is a real strength to build on. 


This section will consider the concept of the ‘unique child’ and why it is important, it will then critically evaluate the current method of the Foundation Profile as a form of assessment and progress tracking within the Foundation Phase. Learning Stories will be considered as an alternative form of assessment and the benefits and barriers of the use of Learning Stories as an effective way of assessing children’s progress will be considered. 
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (2007) defines every child as being a ‘unique child’. The EYFS states that all children develop individually and at different rates and that all areas of development are equally important. Every child has their own characteristics and temperament which makes them individual this should be recognised when considering progress. Development is a continuous, complex interaction of environmental and genetic factors. All children learn and progress at different rates. Early relationships heavily influence a child’s development and having positive relationships with care givers from an early age is vital for development. It is necessary for assessment methods in Wales to reflect the importance of the unique child.
The Foundation Phase (2015) states that children acquire and develop skills at different rates, and we must allow children to develop at their own pace. Children should be given opportunities to practice new skills in different situations as they learn, they should have the opportunity to reflect and evaluate their own work. Children’s work should be respected, valued and encouraged for its originality in all aspects of their development. This idea is supported by progression steps within the New Curriculum for Wales, the Progression Code (2021) states that progression in learning is a process of developing and improving skills and knowledge over time. It focuses on understanding what it means to make progress and how children should have the opportunity to broaden their knowledge and understanding and skills. 
One of the recommendations within the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) suggests that the Welsh Government should continue to develop and implement an assessment profile which takes practitioners’ skills into account. This profile should continue throughout the Foundation Phase and all standardised components should be moderated. It says that any assessment of the youngest children should be limited to observations carried out by practitioners and standardised elements would be best introduced at age 5 as a baseline and then again at the end of the Foundation Phase at age 7.
In Wales, children are assessed using the Foundation Phase Profile, this is an assessment tool used by practitioners to track the progress of children and identify any areas where they need extra support. The Foundation Phase Profile is made up of four areas which include, Literacy, Numeracy, Personal and Social Development, and Physical Development. Each area has their own set of milestones that children are expected to achieve by a certain age. Practitioners use the Foundation Phase to track the progress of children and identify areas where support is needed (Historic Cornwall, ND). Within the New Curriculum for Wales (2020) there is no expectation for children to reach certain milestones by a specific age. There are progression steps that will be followed based on the unique child’s needs.
The Foundation Phase Profile is used to support the assessment of children’s learning and development throughout the Foundation Phase as a key part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF). The purpose of the Foundation Phase Profile is to provide a consistent baseline assessment which aligns with the end of phase outcomes. Assessments are carried out through observations and formative assessments to provide a developmentally appropriate curriculum for all children (Welsh Government, 2017).
The Evaluation of the Foundation Phase (2014) states that training and guidance need to place more emphasis on observation and assessment and that clarification is needed on the progress and development of the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework and Foundation Phase Profile. Considerable support for practitioners is required to ensure they use assessment methods effectively. 
The New Curriculum for Wales (2020) gives each school permission to design a bespoke curriculum for the needs of each unique child. This curriculum reform means that there is a need for change in the way we assess children as the current method of assessment will no longer be relevant to the curriculum.
An alternative type of assessment that could be used is Learning Stories. This method of assessment is a documentation for the children rather than of the children which allows practitioners to provide better teaching for each unique child, through the story writing process practitioners can collect their thoughts on a child and share insights in an engaging format that is useful for parents to have a better understanding of their children’s progress (Educa, 2019). Learning Stories are a very different method of assessment, they are a form of assessment for learning where practitioners interpret the event in a story, they reflect and collaborate with the child on the next steps for progression. 
Practitioners in New Zealand use Learning Stories to assess children’s progress, they use this form of assessment as a way to record a child’s life within the classroom and school community. This type of assessment is done through observations of the child playing and working, it aims to tell a story written to the child that is shared with the child’s parents. Learning stories are a meaningful pedagogical approach to assessing children’s strengths and helps practitioners reflect on their roles in the process of supporting children’s development. (Carr and Lee 2012, 2019). 
Some benefits to using Learning Stories as a form of assessment is that it encourages involvement from both children and parents as the use of stories is a more engaging and interesting tool. Using narrative and photos are more appealing and easier to understand (The Education Hub, 2020). Another benefit of using Learning Stories is that is encourages children to use their voices by helping them to think about their knowledge, skills and learning. One of the recommendations in Graham Donaldson’s report states that reporting to parents on progress in their children’s learning should include contributions from their children in relation to their own achievements and aspirations (Successful Futures, 2015).
Although Learning Stories is a useful and positive way of tracking children’s progress, there are some barriers to using this form of assessment. To carry out this method of assessment effectively, there is a need for time, staffing and appropriate training. The Education Hub (2020) says that it is important to focus on getting to know the individual child well in order to undertake a learning journey together. Practitioners are expected to use this form of assessment to learn more about the child as an individual for the assessments to be more valid. This is impractical for educational settings across Wales as there is not enough time or staff for this type of assessment. There would be a need for additional funding to accommodate this form of assessment to provide training for staff and to provide more staff to carry it out effectively. 
The Evaluation of the Foundation Phase (2014) says that there is a need for higher ratios of adults within the Foundation Phase to reflect the developmental stages of young children and schools should be given autonomy as to how they use these additional practitioners, this would be beneficial for carrying out assessments with children as it would give practitioners the opportunity to spend more time to use more effective methods of assessment. 
Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) outlines a number of requirements for change in order to improve assessment across the Welsh education system and address current weaknesses to ensure that assessment arrangements support the purposes of education in Wales. The report states that assessment methods should ensure that all important learning intentions and progression in relation to the four purposes are covered by relevant assessment and assessment methods should be based on the intentions set out in the Achievement Outcomes at each Progression step within each Area of Learning and Experience. The final recommendation made by Donaldson about assessment methods in Wales states that there is a need for the Welsh Government to establish a comprehensive assessment framework in line with the recommendations within the report. 


Since returning to school after the COVID-19 pandemic I have observed children closely and often wondered what the extent of the affect of lockdown truly had on children’s mental health and well-being. The COVID-19 pandemic came with a range of new challenges for families across the world which meant that people’s mental health and well-being suffered as a result. People were experiencing more grief, fear, uncertainty, and social isolation than ever before. Children had to sacrifice friendships and family which both play a vital role in supporting children with their mental health and well-being, the pandemic meant that children missed out on this essential support (Unicef, 2022). This void is clear through the behaviour of children since returning to school after lockdown, many are struggling with things like concentration and emotional resilience and regulation.
In a review carried out by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) this year, they found that the pandemic had a more significant impact on some children than others. The research shows that primary school aged boys showed a greater decline in their mental health after the pandemic than that of primary school aged girls. Although, the mental health of primary school aged girls fluctuated more than that of primary school aged boys. The research also found that children with additional learning needs (ALN) had significantly lower mental health than that of other children and this persisted throughout the pandemic. This research states that disadvantaged children were not more negatively impacted than non-disadvantaged children during the pandemic. However, disadvantaged children generally suffer with lower mental health and well-being than their non-disadvantaged peers. (NFER, 2022) On the other hand, this research discovered contrasting findings whereby those who had already suffered with poor mental health and wellbeing before the pandemic seemed to experience some improvement in their mental health during the first lockdown. 
Liz Twist, Head of Assessment Research and Product Development at NFER (2022) said that poor mental health and well-being of children will have a negative impact on a child’s ability to learn and thrive and it is vital for schools to have access to specialist support for children who need it. Twist also states that early intervention is crucial for reducing the risk of children suffering with considerable difficulties later in their lives. The Children, Young People and Education Committee (2020) supports the view that there is an urgent need to invest in new preventative and early intervention services to support children’s mental health and wellbeing needs. The Committee believes that the number of children suffering from poor mental health could be reduced or even avoided by providing them with the right support at the right time in schools across Wales. So what do we as professionals need to do to support these children?
Mentally Healthy Schools (no date) states that the Welsh Government has developed statutory guidance for schools on a whole school approach to mental health and wellbeing. The government has pledged more funding to local authorities to help them support the implementation of a whole school mental health and wellbeing approach. Mentally Healthy Schools was proposed to focus on the crisis of children’s mental health. In 2018 the National Assembly Children, Young People and Education Committee published a report called Mind Over Matter which identified the changes needed to support children with their mental health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2020). The report made a few recommendations, including many relating to the development of a whole-school approach to meeting the mental health and wellbeing needs of children (ExChange, 2020).
The Mentally Healthy Schools Report (2018) identified that three children in every average size classroom will have a mental health issue and by the time a child reaches the age of 14, half of all their mental health problems would have begun. The report suggests that we need to prepare our children for these mental health challenges by giving them the skills, confidence and tools they need to become emotionally resilient and to do this we must make differences in the processes, structures, funding, cultures, knowledge and training of all professionals working with children. All these things must be underpinned by planning, resources and commitment to deliver real change. 
Within the New Curriculum for Wales (2020) the introduction of the Health and Well-being Area of Learning and Experience (AOLE) aims to adopt a whole-school approach that allows health and well-being to be infused within all aspects of school life. The Health and Well-being AOLE should provide a holistic structure and understanding of health and well-being that is designed to develop children’s ability to understand and cope with any opportunities and challenges they may be faced with. The most important elements of this AOLE include physical health and development, mental health, emotional health, and social well-being. Within this AOLE children should be supported to appreciate that there are different components of health and well-being that are all interconnected, children should be encouraged to recognise that good health and well-being is essential to enable successful learning and development. 
Through all the research carried out and findings about children’s mental health it is clear that a better system is needed to support children’s mental health and well-being needs, with early intervention essential to this process. There should be more funding, training and time given to support the development of children’s mental health and well-being to avoid issues later in life and schools must ensure they are instilling mental health and well-being values and support across the whole curriculum. The need for a better health and well-being approach has always been prominent, and even more so now after the affects of COVID-19.  
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