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Section One 

Section one will critically evaluate the Welsh Government 2008 foundation phase curriculum, comparing it with New Zealand’s Te Whariki and Italy’s Reggio Emilia. Section one will also look into the effectiveness of implementing a play-based curriculum with a focus on issues arising which can negatively impact the success of the curricula, particularly issues around staff training and education as well as the impact of staff to child ratios. 

The Foundation Phase was brought in by the Welsh Government in 2008. The Welsh Government in 2018 state that the foundation phase is a curriculum for three-year-olds to seven-year-olds. The foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2008) places great importance on children being able to use their creativity and imagination through practical activities. The foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2008) also encourages children to develop their thinking and skills through play-based activities. The Welsh Government (2018) understand that play is an important way of learning for young children; they go on to state that play based learning is considered to have great value and is an important and integral part of the curriculum. The Welsh Government (2018), alongside the Welsh Government’s (2002) play policy both recognise the importance that play has on children’s overall development with understanding that it has a need to be part of the national curriculum. Brėdikytė in 2015 also explains the importance of play within childhood and the massive number of benefits it has on a child’s development and learning, further supporting the statements from the Welsh Government (2018; 2002)

The foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2008) works with ‘four main purposes of education’ (Welsh Government, 2020), these are: 
· Ambitious learners who are able to set themselves high standards, enjoy problem-solving and are able to apply their learning in many different situations. 
· Health individuals who are able to build their mental and emotional well-being, actively take part in physical activities and are able to build and maintain healthy and positive relationships. 
· Creative learners who think creatively to solve problems and be able to express themselves through different versions of media.
· Ethical citizens who understand their personal rights and understand the results or implications of their actions.

The foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2008) presents itself as using the four purposes of education as it’s focal point, however it also includes areas of learning and experiences which include a wide range of different subjects to be able to reach the aims set out in each area. 

The Welsh Government in 2016, state that through the implementation of the foundation phase, there is evidence to suggest that the curriculum is associated with improvements in numeracy, literacy, school attendance and the well-being of children. However, the independent stocktake of the foundation phase in 2014 found that practices used to support language and numeracy development were inconsistent and did not follow guidance from the foundation phase framework. Siraj-Blatchford et al in 2006 found that after the two-year initial pilot project of the foundation phase framework, the quality of literacy was reduced when compared with the curriculum used before the foundation phase. 
The independent stocktake (Siraj, 2014), which took place between September 2013 and March 2014 made twenty-three recommendations to the Welsh Government, nine of which were based solely on training. In short, the main points from the nine training related recommendations were: 
· To support continual professional development for all staff (CPD) and identify how to share best practice between maintained and non-maintained settings. 
· Compulsory training for leadership teams. 
· Appropriate progression support through individual learning plans for children and ensuring the plan fits in with the philosophy of the foundation phase. 
· Develop and use an assessment plan for practitioners to assess their skills. 
· Ensuring co-ordinators have sufficient knowledge and understanding of the foundation phase and its policies and procedures. 
· Ensuring that training modules are based on theory and researched topics. 

In contrast to statements made by Siraj in 2014, Taylor et al in 2015 stated that their findings in an evaluation of the foundation phase, found that the curriculum introduction had led to overall improvements in children’s education and well-being. However, Taylor et al (2015) made a few recommendations around training, similar to Siraj in 2014. The recommendations were: 
· There is a need for practitioners to be given practical guidance on how to effectively implement the foundation phase to support learners. 
· Improvements are needed around continuous professional development. 
· Training modules need to be updated and improved to give practitioners better knowledge of pedagogical theories and approaches. 
· Greater emphasis of the foundation phase during initial teacher training and master’s courses. 

The foundation phase action plan (Welsh Government, 2016) state they have made commitments to supporting continuous professional development of staff, highlighting best practice including the sharing of this as well as resource suggestions and increased engagement with practitioners. The Welsh Government (2016) have committed to improving the quality of the Foundation Phase curriculum, stating that developing the delivery of the curricula with pedagogical principles being kept central will improve overall outcomes for children in Wales. 

Currently, the foundation phase has a staff to child ration of 1:8 (Welsh Government, 2008). It is a recognised idea that having a smaller staff ration, for example, 3 children per 1 member of staff, is beneficial for young children’s learning. However, there is no perfect number that schools strive for. There is good evidence to show the benefits of smaller staff ratios, Le (2006) states that child-staff ratios have been shown to have great importance on children’s emotional, social, and mental well-being. Bonetti and Brown (2018) also display similar views towards smaller child-staff ratios, explaining that one of the main reasons they have an influence on a child’s outcomes is due to the increased adult interaction. A study conducted by Karoly, Kilburn and Cannon in 2005, reviewed 20 settings and found that the settings that had longer positive outcomes had smaller staff ratios as well as increased staff training. Although staff ratios vary dependant on the age group that is being cared for, other factors need to be considered such as if there are any children with disabilities within the class who may need one-to-one support. It is also important to consider that staff to child ratios cannot be looked at on their own, as they are part of a wider organisational issue. Munton et al (2002) state that the three main aspects of staffing that were classed as important were training, salary, and the working environment. When comparing the staff to child ratios between Britain and Italy, there is quite a large difference with most Italian early year’s settings having 10 students per staff member and most British schools having between 20 to 30 students per staff member (Penn, 1997). A start difference also found by Penn in 1997 was that most Italian early years settings ran without management or workplace hierarchies. Penn (1997) noted that when looking at both British and Italian nurseries, the Italian settings worked more as part of a group working towards a common goal whereas in Britain, staff worked as individuals. 

Loris Malaguzzi was the first director of early childhood in the Reggio Emilia approach (Munton et al., 2002). Malaguzzi thought of children as pedagogues and viewed children as fundamental to learning. The Reggio Emilia approach focuses on child-centred learning and has an emphasis on interaction as a fundamental part of their learning and development, the approach drew great inspiration from early childhood theorists such as Vygotsky, Dewey and Bronfenbrenner (Soller and Miller, 2010). The Reggio Emilia approach places great importance upon play-based learning, the approach sees play as a way for children to not only learn many valuable life skills but also gives children the opportunity to express their emotions freely. Reggio Emilia is all about giving children the right environment for them to be able to develop and learn, it also calls teachers and educators learners as they will be able to learn many things from the children they care for. When making a comparison between Reggio Emilia style curriculums and the foundation phase, Reggio Emilia has a lot less structure of learning styles and emphasising taking part in learning activities that the children like and have chosen to do whereas the foundation phase seems to have a more structured plan of learning to be able to reach set goals (Arseven, 2014). The Reggio Emilia approach does not adhere to a formalised curriculum, as the Welsh Foundation Stage does, because of this the Reggio Emilia approach has received some criticism as its lack of a documented curriculum provides a lack of accountability to the outside world. Reggio Emilia providers have assured that children’s work is documented through photographs and videos, so that practitioners can track their progress in a less rigid way (Soller and Miller, 2010). 

Another contrasting national curriculum is Te Whariki, this is New Zealand’s national curriculum specifically for the early years sector (Ministry of Education 1996). Te Whariki, like the Welsh Foundation Phase was loosely based on the national curriculum for schools; Te Whariki focuses its curriculum around a bicultural and anti-racist approach to improve relationships with the Maori community. Similarly, the foundation phase in Wales focuses on multiculturalism and multilingualism with a large focus on the Welsh language and Welsh culture whilst also educating and celebrating cultures from around the world. Te Whariki took inspiration from Vygotsky’s socio-cultural view of the child and allowed for the curriculum to be completely holistic and aim to develop and support all children’s needs (Soller and Miller, 2010). As previously mentioned, the Welsh Foundation Phase is based on the four principles of teaching, Te Whariki has adopted a similar style of curriculum with it having different ‘strands’, each strand has different outcomes for children to be able to achieve. The Welsh Foundation phase has taken inspiration from both Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki but Lewis in 2012 has branded the Welsh Foundation Phase “very different” to those that inspiration has been drawn from. Lewis (2012) states that the foundation phase along with England’s early years framework, has accountability at the core rather than the best interests of the child. 

As previously mentioned, the Welsh Government have made commitments to enhancing the level of training school staff are given with an emphasis on continuous professional development (Welsh Government, 2016). Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron (2016) state that continuous professional development should form the backbone of the Welsh foundation phase, with staff being able to access an array of different learning materials at any given time. A study conducted by Lessing and de Witt in 2007 Found that 90% of teachers who were questioned, said that they found continuous professional development workshops beneficial to their personal development and improved their teaching approaches with a further 95% stating they felt they had more confidence in their teaching practice after the course. Lessing and de Witt (2007) found that prior to being introduced to continuous professional development, teachers and educators felt that they did not have the knowledge and skills to address new and existing challenges within their work. Bacakova and Closs (2013) found a similar need to Lessing and de Witt (2017), with teachers needing further education and training to become fully inclusive and improve their practice to benefit the needs of the children they were teaching. Donaldson (2015) conducted an independent review of the Welsh Foundation phase titled “Successful futures”. Donaldson (2015) recommended that teachers and all other school staff need further education for professional development, especially increasing Welsh language capacity. Donaldson (2015) goes on to state that increased training and education will improve practitioners’ confidence within their own practice. Donaldson further recommended that an extensive programme for practitioners training needs to be developed to promote continuous professional development as well as communicate best practices with other practitioners.  

Section Two 

Maslow in 1943 produced a hierarchy of needs, which depicts different foundations of needs that every human needs. The different needs from bottom to top are physiological needs such as water, food, breathing, sleep, and shelter; safety and security needs such as employment, health, family, and stability; love and belonging needs such as friendship, love, intimacy, and connection; self-esteem needs such as confidence, achievement, and the need to be unique and self-actualisation needs such as creativity, acceptance, and morality. Each person will have a different perspective of what these exact needs translate to, for example, one person may be happy with a different level of achievement to another person in their self-esteem needs. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs shows that although each person may need similar things to survive and thrive, every person is unique and needs slightly different things in order for them to reach their full potential. 

According to the Oxford Learner’s Dictionary (2021) to be unique is to be one of a kind or very special. The ‘unique child’ is a concept that states that each and every child has their own particular set of skills, that they learn at their own pace and have their own individual needs (Welsh government, 2015). This concept of every child being a unique child is one that is widely accepted by many educators. The UK Government (????) states that every child is a unique child. New Zealand’s Te Whariki curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1996) also views children as unique beings, they are children who all possess different qualities and traits with the curriculum being individualised for all children and their specific needs. Te Whariki (Ministry of Education, 1996) is a bi-cultural curriculum that places great importance on celebrating Maori culture, it is also based upon a sociocultural approach. The curriculum strives for great levels of inclusion. 

The Welsh Government (2015) foundation phase framework states that all children’s different needs should be accommodated for in every possible way during their education. The foundation phase framework primarily uses a compact profile as its method of assessment. The compact profile is made up of two sets of skills ladders in different learning areas. These areas are language and literacy, mathematics, physical development, well-being and cultural diversity and social development. This type of assessment method is classed under a summative assessment (Welsh Government, 2015). The compact profile is suitable for use within nursery settings until the end of year 2. The compact profile selects several skills from each area of learning for the skills ladder and is completed through observations, the Welsh Government (2015) states that due to the time children may need to settle into their new class, observations do not start until at least five to six weeks into the term. Using observations as a method of assessment allows for many different forms of evidence to be used when making full assessment judgements when compared to a series of tests. Considering the concept of the unique child, using observations over an extended period to assess the children will allow practitioners to see children performing skills they have already or recently acquired in a natural environment, reducing pressures or anxiety for the children being assessed. When conducting assessments, children’s individual needs need to be at the forefront of thought; some children may have learning difficulties which can make it more difficult for them to do well in a series of routine tests, or children may have anxieties around being tested which may make them underperform in areas where they naturally excel. 

In addition to the compact profile, the Welsh Government (2015) also have a full profile method of assessment, which looks at the same areas of learning that the compact profile does, however it includes all the skill sets on the skills ladder. Using the full profile when compared to the compact profile allows practitioners to see an overall view of how a child is developing. The Welsh Government (2015) states that there is no set type of evidence of children’s skills however there is guidance available for practitioners’ seeking advice. Giving practitioners some freedom to choose the best method of assessment allows for practitioners to keep the concept of the unique child central to assessment. Different children will perform better with different types of observation, the class teacher or teaching assistants will know what works best for each child so it may be that many different methods of observation to gather evidence of skills will be used within one classroom. 

While the Welsh Government mainly use a summative form of assessment through the full and compact profiles, there is also a statutory requirement for practitioners to undertake formative assessments. Formative assessments are primarily used to assess a child’s literacy and numeracy skills and development. Formative assessments are required yearly by the Welsh Government (2015). The methods of assessment used could be scheduled or random spelling tests or maths tests, when these are scheduled, teachers will usually provide home learning activities for children to complete in the weeks or days leading up to the tests as well as regular activities covering these areas of learning throughout the curriculum term. 

The Welsh Government (2015) states that although the foundation phase has been developed to be fully inclusive and accommodate children with additional learning needs, there is potential that the methods of assessment will not have sufficient detailing to accurately assess children with additional learning needs. Practitioners may need to use assessment methods that have been specially designed for children with special educational needs or additional learning needs. However, the foundation phase accepts that on the whole children develop at their own pace and will acquire skills at their own unique pace. The Welsh Government (2015) promote regular observations to be able to map out when a skill is first acquired and the development of that skill or skills throughout the school year. It is important for practitioners to understand that all children require different needs and support throughout different areas of their learning, opportunities for children to support their holistic development are imperative to correctly implement the foundation phase curriculum. 

New Zealand’s (1996) Te Whariki curriculum defines assessment as gathering a variety of information about the children being taught to get a clear picture of their development through the curriculum. The Te Whariki curriculum has 20 different learning outcomes which can form a good foundation of valued learning. The curriculum has a sociocultural approach to assessment and seeks to involve the children in all steps of assessment, ensuring that children’s voices are heard. Through New Zealand’s (1996) Te Whariki curriculum, parents have praised their assessment process, where reports given to caregivers are displaying the skills that their child can do rather than what they cannot do. Te Whariki uses learning stories to assess the learners, parents have said that learning stories showed the great level of knowledge of the child by the teacher, they enjoyed reading about the child’s accomplishments through the mode of a learning story and they felt that the stories accurately reflected their children’s skills. 

The New Zealand government (????) provide a document that explains their inclusive assessment methods, this document focuses greatly on emphasising that assessments are about showing what a child is able to do and ensuring the sole focus is not on deficits that a child may have. The inclusive assessment process ensures that all children are accommodated for, including those with physical disabilities and additional learning needs or special educational needs. 

Similar to the Welsh Government (2008) foundation phase, Te Whariki’s learning outcomes are woven through strands, like the skills ladder in the foundation phase. However, one of Te Whariki’s literacy focus points is that children are able to experience an environment that allows them to develop their non-verbal communication in conjunction with their verbal communication. Te Whariki’s literacy assessment seeks to provide a large portfolio that shows children using their language and literacy skills in a purposeful way. Practitioners may use photographs alongside video or audio recordings as a method of assessment. Using this type of assessment will allow for practitioners to see children behaving in their natural habitat as they would usually act outside of an assessment. Alongside these methods of assessment, practitioners may also use learning stories to assess the development of the child. An example of using the learning story for assessment could be asking a child to read a book alongside a practitioner, making subtle prompts for the child to take the lead with the activity and ensuring that the practitioner is able to understand the level of the skills they have developed. Learning stories can be tailored to each child, ensuring that the activity they are completing is one they are interested in, thus, displaying their true level of skills during the assessment. The concept of using learning stories keeps the idea of the unique child at the forefront and ensures that the assessment provides a true reflection of each child. 

When comparing the Welsh Government’s foundation phase (2008) and New Zealand’s (1996) Te Whariki curriculum assessment process, Te Whariki shows more competency for understanding the concept of the unique child and keeps this idea at the forefront when planning assessments. This is not to say that the foundation phase curriculum’s assessment process of summative and formative assessments does not consider the concept of the unique child; the foundation phase does allow room for ensuring a true reflection of children’s skills are shown through the compact and full profile assessments where a variety of methods such as recordings, drawings by the children, work completed by the children, audio recording and photographic evidence can show the children’s full range of skills. However, when looking at the framework for formative assessments, for example when assessing children’s literacy, language and mathematics skills, the assessment format is slightly more rigid in that the statutory guidance means that methods such as planned or random testing need to take place, it does not always show the full range of children’s skills and does not always consider any disabilities or additional learning needs that a child may have. Te Whariki seems to have a more cohesive assessment process that is the same throughout each section of learning. 


Section Three 

Risky Play – Why it is imperative for children to actively take part in a play that is inherently risky and how it benefits their overall development. 

Risky play, as defined by Play Scotland in 2018 is the act of a play that involves a degree of risk or can be viewed as dangerous. Children take part in risky play regularly; an example could be them climbing up a tree or standing on a short ledge and jumping off to the ground. Every child has a different outlook on what they consider as ‘risky’ play. Children can decide what is too risky and dangerous for themselves (Sandseter, 2007). Play Scotland in 2018 states that taking part in the risky play as a child can develop their survival skills and reduce anxiety. Little, Sandseter and Wyer in 2012 also state that when children take part in risky play, it can develop their cognitive skills, problem-solving skills as well as their self-esteem and confidence. 

The Welsh Government in 2002 recognises the need for controlled risk in children’s play and that children have an innate desire to take risks within their play. Risky play has many benefits for children’s development and well-being including the development of self-awareness, learning to avoid injury, improved gross motor skills, and improved social interaction (Cevher-Kalburan and Ivrendi, 2015). Although there is limited research on children risk-taking during play, evidence suggests that when children take risks, they are imitating real-life scenarios of risk as well as exploring their abilities through trial and error (Kleppe, Melhuish and Sandseter, 2017). Ball, Gill and Spiegel in 2012 explain that individual providers are responsible for managing how much risk during play children are exposed to. Ball, Gill and Spiegel in 2012 understand that risk-taking during play is essential to children’s learning and development however some risks need to be stringently managed with a risk-benefit assessment, this is the provider’s responsibility and accountability will fall upon the provider if there are any injuries. 

Research by Clement in 2004 suggests that over several decades, opportunities for outdoor play are on the decline, therefore negatively affecting the number of opportunities children are given to engage in risky play. A large cause for the decline is concerns over safety and sometimes overprotection of children with an emphasis on injury prevention (Stephenson, 2003). Hinchion, McAuliffe and Lynch in 2021 conducted a study of six-to-eight-year old’s perception of risky play and what it meant for them; it was found that children associated the feelings of being scared, not relaxed, fun and excited with risky play. The study demonstrated that children taking part in risky play found a balance between feeling fearful but also having fun which is what risky play is all about. Nikiforidou (2017) explains that the opinion of siblings and peers is central to the amount of risk-taking, with those around you providing great influence on how much risk should be taken. There is also a large amount of influence that comes from adults who are supervising the play activities as well as their own culture (Sandseter, 2012). Risky play can take place anywhere, it could be within a classroom setting, in a sports hall, at a child’s home or it can be anywhere outdoors. The outdoors provides rich resources for children to use risky play to benefit their overall development and health. However, there are concerns that the lack of outdoor learning in many European countries will lead to children becoming adults who never see or experience the nature around them (Ward Thompson et al., 2004)

In many Nordic countries, it is completely normal to see young children climbing up and down trees, using tools to carve wood and generally just roaming free throughout woodlands; Lots of European countries do not have the same culture and heritage of spending most of the school day outdoors (Lavrysen et al., 2015). Although there is still an increased number of concerns for children’s overall safety when playing outdoors in nature (O’Brien, 2009) many different places within the United Kingdom are taking inspiration from Nordic countries by opening Forest Schools. The Forest Education initiative in 2007 defined forest schools as “an inspirational process that offers children, young people and adults regular opportunities to achieve and develop confidence and self-esteem through hands-on learning experiences in a woodland environment”. These schools provide a rich stimulus for children to grow and learn in, whilst allowing them to actively take part in risk dominated play (O’Brien, 2009). Children within forest schools spend all their school hours outdoors with all their learning taking place within nature. Research conducted by Bradley and Male in 2016 found that children with autistic spectrum disorder who attended forest school had higher rates of engagement with their peers through opportunities of interaction which they would not necessarily have as readily available to them in a standard classroom setting. 
 
From the research mentioned, it is clear how many different benefits there are for children to regularly engage with the risky play. Not only are there many different cognitive benefits such as improving problem-solving skills, communication skills and reducing fear/anxiety, but it also provides great benefits for children’s physical health. It is widely known that children will remain fit and healthy when they regularly exercise through outdoor play, but the risky play also develops their gross motor skills which are essential to human life. I agree that some risks do need to be managed accurately to prevent serious harm or injury coming to the children involved however, their research shows that there are many more benefits than there are risks to allowing children to make their own judgement on what is too risky for them. The Welsh Government (2002) have emphasised the importance of managing risky play within the curriculum for young children, but would it be more beneficial for a new curriculum that includes most learning being taught outside to come into force? 


