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Part one
In 2010, Wales introduced its new play-based curriculum ‘The Foundation Phase’. Welsh Government (2015) explain that the main aim of the Foundation Phase Curriculum is for children aged three to seven to learn through participation in experiential learning opportunities, both indoors and outdoors. The Lego Foundation (2017) support the idea that children benefit from learning through play as they explain that children are simply born to learn through play.  A similar play-based curriculum which inspired the development of the Foundation Phase is the Te Whariki Curriculum from New Zealand which was introduced in 1996. Te Whariki was developed with similar aims to the Foundation Phase where children learn through meaningful experiences. New Zealand Government (2016) explain their aim is to ensure that all children are empowered and engaging in experiences which have meaning. Both curriculums are based on learning through experiences and play. Waters (2015) believes that experiential learning promotes creativity, curiosity, and overall supports children’s development.
Professor Graham Donaldson carried out a review of the Foundation Phase Curriculum starting in 2014 and by 2015 the ‘Successful Futures’ report was released, outlining recommendations for education and the National Curriculum in Wales. Since then, there has been a drive for change in education in Wales. As a result of the recommendations made in the Successful Futures report, The Foundation Phase will be phased out and replaced with ‘A New Curriculum for Wales’. Welsh Government aim for full integration of the new curriculum by September 2022. With the Foundation Phase soon to be replaced by ‘A New Curriculum for Wales’, many reviews and evaluations of the Foundation Phase Curriculum have been undertaken which have outlined the benefits and limitations of the curriculum and whether or not it was a success.
There are different opinions on whether merging play and learning supports children’s development. Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) suggested back in 2008 that there was little evidence about putting play and learning together and what the limitations and benefits of this could be. Pramling, Klefelt and Williams Graneld (1995) found that from a child’s point of view, school and nursery is about playing rather than learning. Since then, play based curriculums have been a much talked about topic in education especially in Wales since the Foundation Phase introduced in schools in 2010.  One of the aims of the Foundation Phase was to allow children to learn through experiences. Waters (2016) believes that children learn best through first-hand experiential activities and opportunities through play from a young age. The Lego Foundation (2017) describe early years as crucial years for children’s learning and development. Even though there is an emphasis on the importance of learning and development in early years, Welsh Government (2015) explain that the Foundation Phase Curriculum only spans from children aged three to seven. Similar play-based curriculums such as Te Whariki span from 0-6 years. As well as Te Whariki, Eliassen et al (2017) and Tan (2017), ACEAQA (2016), Zhour (2009) and Van Der Aalsvoort (2015) all explain how Norway, China, Singapore and Australia are just a few countries who provide education from birth. Although the Foundation Phase spans from 3–7-year-olds, in 2001 the UK Government commissioned the ‘Birth to Three Matters’ programme which according to Economic and Social Research Council (no date) is as an age and stage development framework which aims to support children through a child centred approach and is often used in private nursery settings.
Within a play-based curriculum, the practitioner plays an important role as Waters (2015) explains that the role of the practitioner in the Foundation Phase is to facilitate learning while ensuring a balance between adult led and child-initiated play and learning experiences. Although the adults role within a play based curriculum is an important aspect, in a review of the Foundation Phase Curriculum, Welsh Government (2015) found that adult directed learning is being observed in schools far more than child led play. Waters (2015) also believes that the teacher and staff should be an active part of children’s learning by facilitating the environment and building on children’s interests. Adult to child ratio should always be considered when thinking about a play based curriculum. The Lego Foundation (2018) once explained that ratio is a key factor that needs to be considered when aiming to deliver a quality play-based curriculum. They mention that the requirement for class sizes and adult to child ratios should be based on the number of children a teacher or staff member can effectively support using play-based learning methods. They also found that not all play based curriculums meet these recommendations. Welsh Government (2015) support that classrooms with a less children per adult were implementing the Foundation Phase far more successfully than those who are not following the recommendation or exceeding it.
Ratio is a reoccurring discussion when looking at evaluations of the Foundation Phase Curriculum. Welsh Government (2018) state that the recommended Foundation Phase ratios are one staff member to every eight children aged three. Welsh Government (2018) go on to explain that this ratio was set to ensure a high-quality delivery of the Foundation Phase Curriculum which is a clear priority which is why according to Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2015) one of the main costs of the Foundtion Phase was to  improve the adult to child ratio. As a result of this Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2015) found that between 2004 and 2011 the number of practitioners working in the Foundation Phase doubled. When comparing this to other play-based curricula such as Te Whariki, who according to OECD (2016) have a ratio of one staff member to every ten children aged three. Welsh Government (2014) stated within the Foundation Phase Evaluation that the ratio of 1:8 is generally being met, however this is not always the case in all schools. They go on to mention that all schools are varied in practice not only from school to school, but also from class to class. Welsh Government (2015) suggest that staff attitudes towards the Foundation Phase Curriculum have been affected by the ratios.
It is evidenced that Welsh Government invested £92 million towards additional practitioners’ employment to ensure that schools could accommodate the recommended ratios in 2014. Even though funding was available for staffing, within the evaluation of the Foundation Phase, Welsh Government (2015) found that nine out of ten head teachers reported that they had experienced difficulties in meeting the recommended adult to child ratios. Those teachers who explained that they had experienced difficulties made it clear that funding was the key obstacle in the successful delivery of the Foundation Phase meaning that quite often, the adult to child ratios fell below the recommendations.
OECD (2018) suggest that the quality of education relies on the quality of its teachers and staff which is why training has become a fundamental part of delivering a curriculum. Siraj Blachford et al (2005) stated that the pedagogical practice of staff within the Foundation  Phase is problematic but this could be due to a number of factors including training and understanding of play based curricula. As well as funding for ratios, training was a key investment in the introduction of the Foundation Phase Curriculum. Welsh Government (2015) explain that £46million was spent on training and support for the introduction of the Foundation Phase. Even though there have been millions of pounds in investment towards staff training, this has not been a complete success as Welsh Government (2015) explain that only 50% of teachers and 30% of practitioners had completed all eight training modules. 90% of practitioners who have completed the eight modules found it useful or very useful. When the training was released, there was no compulsory expectation for teachers and staff to complete all eight modules. The evaluation of the Foundation Phase by Welsh Government (2015) recommended that Schools and Local Authorities should monitor the attendance of training events and activities to ensure all staff working with the Foundation Phase have the best knowledge for the best delivery of the curriculum. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2015) explain how Welsh Government made sure that one Training and Support Officer be employed in every local authority to make visits to schools to support with training and encourage staff to participate. Welsh Government (2015) also believe that with lack of training and understanding of the Foundation Phase Curriculum, teachers and staff with lots of experience feel more comfortable when using traditional ways of teaching which they have used during past curricula. Main and Pendergast (2017) found that large scale roll out of training in Australia during a curriculum change resulted in positive change and staff were more knowledgeable about the curriculum in which they were delivering.
There has been a low take-up of the eight modules specifically year one teachers according to Welsh Government (2015). Interestingly, Welsh Government (2015) agree that years 1 and 2 teachers and staff need more training and support with delivery of the Foundation Phase. A reason for this could be that teachers and staff of these year groups are focusing on numeracy and literacy because of the pressures ahead with SATs exams. The National Education Union (2021) explain that children aged six and seven take their first SATs exams during their time in the Foundation Phase.
According to Welsh Government (2018), the use of outdoor environments is an essential element in the delivery of the Foundation Phase Curriculum. Waters (2015) also believes that the outdoor space is an integral part children’s daily experience in a play-based curriculum. Welsh Government (2015) state that the aim for the Foundation Phase was to provide exciting, fun, stimulating and safe outdoor environments for learning and play. Within the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase, Welsh Government (2015) found that more training and guidance was needed to ensure practitioners understand the importance of outdoor play and understand how to deliver the curriculum using the outdoors over more traditional classroom environments indoors. However, not all schools can utilise the full potential of the Foundation Phase’s ethos around outdoor environments for learning as their outdoor areas are limited or the resources within them are not suitable. Welsh Government (2015) discovered that outdoor provision and space was the most varied aspect in different classes and schools.  Froebel Trust (no date) agree that some settings are at a disadvantage due to the limited outdoor space. Stating something similar, Bruce (2012), Nice (2008), Clare (2012) and Goouch and Powell (2013) state that outdoor environments are not always available due to the location of the setting even though it remains a crucial role in early years learning. For example, some schools in Wales are located in very rural areas with land whereas others may be located in cities such as Cardiff which have access to limited concrete yards rather than fields and forest areas. Even though space has been a barrier, Welsh Government (2015) found that overall, there has been more use of outdoor play environments since the introduction of the Foundation Phase. Welsh Government provided funding for schools and educational settings to enhance their outdoor environments and resources. The list of resource opportunities to develop an outdoor space is endless which is why Welsh Government (2015) state that £36 million was distributed in grants between 2004 and 2011 yet not all settings agree that they have enough resources and space to support this aspect of the Foundation Phase. Welsh Government (2015) stated in the evaluation of the Foundation Phase that the estimated amount of money needed to develop all schools’ resources and space exceeds the budget which could be a reason for not all schools involving outdoor play and learning as a key aspect of their teaching and learning experiences.

















Part two
Observations and assessments are something which are done on a daily basis by childcare practitioners all around the world. Rosegrant (1992) cited in McFarland (2006) believe that the main purpose for any assessment or observation on children is to gain useful information to support with decision making for each individual child and their next steps for learning. When teachers and practitioners make observations or assessments on children, this enables them to use the information gathered to use interventions or support strategies to best support the individual child. Jones and Nimmo (1994) believe that observing and assessing children’s development provides you with guidance on how to enhance children’s development, especially in areas where they may need extra support or development. Observations and assessments are carried out constantly in any childcare setting or school and PACEY (2017) describes these assessments as a paramount practice which can help plan for children’s future growth and development.
The Foundation Phase is a play-based curriculum in Wales which uses observation and assessments to track their children’s development. According to Welsh Government (2008), the central role of the teacher or practitioner within the Foundation Phase was to facilitate children’s learning. Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron (2015) state that the aim of the Foundation Phase was to observe children’s progress mainly through observations of the children evidence the outcomes from a Foundation Phase Profile. Practitioners and teachers use an assessment tool to track children’s development in the Foundation Phase which is called a Foundation Phase Profile’ or a ‘Compact Profile’. This assessment tool is used for children aged three to seven to track their development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase until the end before transitioning to Key Stage 2.
CIW (2018) state that observations and assessments should be carried out as part of the National Minimum Standards in Wales and these are looked at during inspections in schools and non-maintained settings. There are many benefits to observing and assessing children in a play-based curriculum. PACEY (2017) believes that carrying out observations and assessments on children will enable you to track children’s development, enabling them to progress. Similarly, to this, Welsh Government (no date) suggest that the importance of tracking children’s development allows for early interventions and next steps for learning to be put into place to support all children’s learning in all areas of development.
The Foundation Phase Profile is made up of 43 skill ladders over four areas of development which align with the areas for learning within the Foundation Phase Curriculum. There are no legal requirements for childcare settings to use the Foundation Phase Profile or Compact Profile, however all settings who receive funding for education including all non-maintained settings may be required to carry out observations and assessments following these guidelines, but this is something which is decided by the local authority.  However, when children reach reception age, this form of assessment becomes a legal requirement according to Welsh Government (no date).
Wainwright (2014) explains how the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales was influenced by another play-based curriculum from New Zealand called ‘Te Whariki’. Te Whariki had been around for almost ten years before the Foundation Phase was developed. There are similarities between both play-based curricula, specifically their main aim which encourages children learning through meaningful experiences and play. Aswell as this, both countries and their curriculums have a similar focus on involving their national languages Maori and Welsh their children’s learning. Although there are some similarities between both play based curriculums, one key difference is the way in which assessments and observations are carried out on children. According to Te Kete Ipurangi (no date), Te Whariki assess their children’s learning and development through visual observation, narratives of their activities and evidence using children’s work. Both of these play-based curriculums, use observation and assessment, however the Foundation Phase Profile does seem to be more restrictive and not individual to every child. Although observation and assessment has benefits for children’s learning and development, Hendrickson (no date) explains how Finland do not do any formal assessments on their children until secondary school. The PISA results have highlighted Finland as high performance even without assessments at a young age. Although these assessments are required in education in Wales, there have been some recommendations made to improve as Donaldson (2015) explains that the HMCI annual report for 2012-2013 highlighted teacher assessments as a recommendation with almost 40 percent of schools needing significant change and improvement in this area.  With this being said, the new curriculum will see change to the way assessments are carried out on children this age.
All children are individual and do not always develop and learn at the same rate as peers in their class. Welsh Government (2013) recognise this as they state that not all children progress in the same way.  Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2015) state that one of the core aims of the Foundation Phase Curriculum was to address children’s individual needs.  The Foundation Phase Profile is an assessment tool which is focused on outcomes and stages of development over the child’s time in the Foundation Phase. Welsh Government (2015) stated that the Foundation Phase Profile does not focus on the age of the children when they reach a specific outcome however Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron (2015) found that within the Foundation Phase Framework, there is references made to age appropriate learning and skills which could then put pressure on practitioners and children to reach these specific outcomes by a certain age.
When children are observed and assessed, they should be seen as individuals. First Early Learning (no date) state that the Reggio Emelia approach believed in allowing children to be their own individual person.  Children develop and learn at different paces. Montessori believed in ‘following the child’. According to Follow the Child (no date), Montessori believed that all children should follow their own paths for learning at their own pace. Montessori believed that children who have freedom to follow their own interests are often happier and busier within their learning. She goes on to explain that when children have pride in their work, their well-being is high, and children will then begin to cooperate among other children. According to Hallam (no date) in 1977 The Department for Education suggested that children should be grouped by ability with the belief that this would raise standards in education. As a result, before the Foundation Phase was introduced, children in Key Stage 1 were often grouped by ability onto separate tables or groups for activities. Although this was over a decade ago, this is still happening in schools in Wales. By grouping children by their abilities, this could limit learning opportunities.
When peer collaboration takes place, children have opportunities to share their ideas, experiences and knowledge with others to scaffold their learning. This relates to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory. Vygotsky (1978) once explained that children have the ability to learn from a ‘More Knowledgeable Other’. A ‘More Knowledgeable Other’ can scaffold the learning of other children. The ‘More knowledgeable Other’ can be anyone around the child including a parent, a teacher or peer in their class.
There are many benefits to allowing children to collaborate with their peers in a mixed ability group. Bonetti and Brown (2018) explain that social interactions between peers can develop opportunities for additional use of language and encourages problem-solving skills.  Rhys, and Waldron (2015) found that one of the most important aims of the Foundation Phase Curriculum was to raise children’s achievement and attainment in education. Peer collaboration could support the raise in children’s achievements in school as it encourages scaffolding for learning. Welsh Government (2015) explain the benefits that children have already gained when entering Key Stage 2 because of the opportunities they have had within the Foundation Phase for peer collaboration which is positive. Donaldson (2015) believes that children require a stimulating environment for learning where they have opportunities to explore and experiment and collaborate with peers in order for them to have a positive learning experience which again supports the idea that peer collaboration is beneficial within a play-based curriculum.
As previously mentioned, all children develop and learn at different rates which includes children with additional learning needs. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2015) believe that all children should have support and challenges depending on their stages of development which is why children with additional learning needs should be identified as early as possible. According to Welsh Government (no date) the Foundation Phase Profile was developed to assess all children and can be used to identify those children who may need extra support with specific areas of development, or it can support to identify a possibility that there could be an additional learning need.  In other words, the Foundation Phase profile can support in identifying an additional learning needs to enable early intervention of strategies and interventions to support each individual child to the best ability. Aswell as the Foundation Phase playing a part in the identification of possible additional learning needs, Welsh Government (no date) explain the ‘Routes for Learning’ tool supports practitioners to support those with profound and multiple learning difficulties. With the Foundation Phase Profile playing a role in early identification of possible additional learning needs, the individual child will get the best support through interventions like routes for learning.









Part three
Blog- What are the benefits of The Curiosity Approach in a play based curriculum?
As a practitioner myself in the early years sector over the past seven years, I have seen a change in the provision in many settings as they come to understand the benefits to loose parts play and the rise in popularity of The Curiosity Approach especially in early years settings.
What is The Curiosity Approach?
I first became familiar with The Curiosity Approach when I attended an event where the two co-founders Lyndsey Hellyn and Stephanie Bennet explained the benefits and ideas around children playing and exploring with loose parts and real-life materials and resources. The Curiosity Approach (no date) describe the approach as a modern-day approach to early childhood which puts curiosity, awe and wonder back into play in the modern day.  The Curiosity Approach much like the play-based Foundation Phase Curriculum in Wales was developed using inspiration from the Te Whariki play based curriculum. (Wainwright, 2014). Aswell as inspiration from Te Whariki, The Curiosity Approach (no date) explain that inspiration also fed from Reggio Emelia, Montessori and Steiner.  All of these pedagogies follow a similar ethos which encourages children to be explorative, imaginative, and creative learners.
So, what is loose parts play?
We have all experienced a time where children have become excited when they discover a cardboard box at Christmas rather than playing with the toys that were inside the box. This is children’s natural curiosity taking over and their imaginations are ticking over.  The loose parts pedagogical approach is something which has become popular over the last 5 years in particular with the introduction of The Curiosity Approach in some early year’s settings including those which are non-maintained settings. PACEY (2019) describe loose parts play as the idea around children playing with natural resources rather than more traditional toys. Loose parts can be anything from old curtain rail rings to buttons from an old sewing kit. For example, a toy car with four wheels only ever has the intended purpose of being a car with four wheels. If you compare this to allowing children to choose real and natural resources instead, the possibilities and opportunities for creative and imaginative play are endless.  According to Louv (2006) loose parts play is open ended and allows children to use resources in many different ways through imagination and creativity which excites all of the senses.
How would loose parts play and The Curiosity approach benefit a play based curriculum?
In Wales, The Foundation Phase Curriculum is a play-based curriculum which encourages children to become active in their own learning through a child centred approach to learning. Welsh Government (2015) explain that a key focus of the play-based curriculum is to provide children with indoor and outdoor environments which develop children’s natural curiosity. The Foundation Phase Curriculum aims for children to become imaginative, curious, and independent discoverers in their own learning. The Curiosity Approach and loose parts play could be beneficial for a play-based curriculum as it offers many benefits and encourages many of these curricula aims.
So what are the benefits to loose parts play and The Curiosity Approach?
As previously mentioned, the play-based Foundation Phase Curriculum was inspired and developed around similar pedagogies to The Curiosity Approach and this idea of loose parts play but what are the real benefits to involving The Curiosity Approach into play based curriculum’s such as The Foundation Phase.
According to Welsh Government (2015) problem solving is a skill which is included and encouraged within every area of the Foundation Phase Curriculum. Problem solving is a skill which can be greatly developed when children come into contact with loose parts play. Any object can be used to create anything, which triggers children’s natural problem-solving skills. According to Play Scotland (no date) children who engage in loose parts play enter a ‘what if’ frame of mind where nothing is not possible. This naturally inspires children to plan, create and reflect on their creations which is great for their cognitive development and also their personal, social and emotional development as nothing is ‘wrong’ in the loose parts play world.
Loose parts play often encourages children to work together to create.  Within the Foundation Phase Curriculum guidance from Welsh Government (2015), peer collaboration is encouraged massively in all areas of learning. Damon and Phelps (1989) believe that peer learning comes with many benefits which include learning from other peers, which relates to Vygotsky’s social learning theory, cooperative learning and peer collaboration.
Much like a Montessori and Reggio Emelia settings, Curiosity Approach accredited settings are calm and inviting. Even as an adult, my curiosity is triggered, and I want to explore the different resources and materials on offer.  According to Goodwin University (no date) the environment in a Reggio Emelia setting is a vital aspect of learning and is described as the “third teacher”. Beirmeier (2015) believes that children thrive in environments in which they feel happy and comfortable as well as their teachers.  The Curiosity Approach adopted the same theme for the environment for their settings which has shown some evidence that children are more engaged and interested in their learning in these types of environment.
Throughout this blog, I have highlighted only a few of the many benefits to involving The Curiosity Approach and loose parts play into a play-based curriculum. The world is fast changing and so is children’s education. With practitioners now becoming aware of the many benefits loose parts play can have on the children in their care, I believe that loose parts play will soon become a key element of all early years settings, with the view of it becoming popular within many other play based curriculums around the world.
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