2011588				ECEY6007			Word Count: 
Section One.
The Foundation Phase Framework was first introduced in September 2010, and it was to become the statutory curriculum for all children aged between 3 and 7 years old in Wales, with the purpose and objective of encouraging children to be creative and imaginative in order to help learning become more enjoyable and effective. The Foundation Phase Framework was designed in order to encompass the developmental needs of children, with their holistic development being at the centre of the framework, with learning through play being the focal point (Framework for Children’s Learning for 3-7-year-olds in Wales, 2008). This can be achieved through practitioners providing children with first-hand experiential opportunities, enabling them to take risks, make decisions and solve problems, building on their previous learning experiences and knowledge, which supports Piaget’s Cognitive Theory (cited in Weisz, 2018). There are seven areas of learning within the Foundation Phase, and these include, Well-Being and cultural diversity, Language, Literacy and Communication, Personal and Social Development and Mathematical Skills. It is stressed within the document that all seven areas of learning should work together and complement each other, in order for the framework to best fit its purpose (Framework for Children’s Learning for 3–7-year-olds in Wales, 2008). The Foundation Phase Framework was revised in 2015 in order to incorporate the requirements of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF), which was introduced in 2013, and was brought into place to enable teachers and educators to support children’s literacy and numeracy skills to the best of their ability (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).
In 2014, an Independent Stocktake Report of the Implementation of the Foundation Phase in Wales was published by Iram Siraj, and this stocktake was commissioned by Huw Lewis (Minister for Education and Skills) and was conducted between September 2013 and March 2014. During this stocktake, Siraj used a variety of qualitative research methods, including focus groups, observations, and questionnaires, in order to gain all the necessary and relevant information that was needed to make this report a success (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). There were six main purposes and aims outlined before the stocktake began and these included, to gain an understanding of how well the Foundation Phase Framework had been implemented across Wales, to gauge how well the principles and requirements of the Foundation Phase Framework had been embedded into Initial Teacher Training (ITT) and on-going Continued Professional Development (CPD) and to make recommendations for any improvements moving forward (An Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales – Final Report, 2014). In conjunction with this stocktake, Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research and Data (WISERD) undertook an independent evaluation of the Foundation Phase, over the duration of a three-year period, between the years 2011 and 2014 and during this time, data was collected from varying partners including, teachers, parents, local authorities, and children themselves. This data was then analysed to evaluate the implementation of the Foundation Phase and the impact it has had on schools and individuals, in order to be able to provide advice and guidance to teachers, practitioners and all partnerships involved with the successful implementation of the framework (WISERD, 2014). 
During the independent stocktake undertaken in 2014, it was noted that successful implementation relied on all staff members from within schools and settings being on board with the principles and practices of the Foundation Phase. It was important that these staff members understood the main principles of the Foundation Phase Framework and how they can be used and put into everyday practice within their schools and settings (Siraj, 2014). There appeared to be a concern with the lack of training and guidance for some staff, with regards to the successful implementation of the Foundation Phase across Wales, and this combined with a lack of experienced and knowledgeable staff, caused problematic for some schools and settings. This impacted on the children’s learning as for those staff who did not fully understand the concept of play-based learning, they began to introduce a ‘free for all’ play environment which was chaotic for staff members, resulting in them losing faith and confidence in the principles of the Foundation Phase Framework. Siraj goes on to say that for many schools and settings, whether these are maintained or non-maintained, introducing the Foundation Phase pedagogies is likely to involve a complete turnaround with their current approaches and practices, and this needs to be recognised with the training and support staff are given in order to be able to implement the Foundation Phase Framework successfully (Siraj, 2014). According to Waters (2016), when implementing the Foundation Phase Framework across Wales, teachers and practitioners were expected to take an active, engaging role in children’s play and learning and they had to be able to provide environments, both indoors and outdoors, that would support children’s play and exploration. Alongside this, practitioners and teachers were expected to observe children’s interests and then follow and build upon these interests, in order to be able to provide children with first-hand experiential learning opportunities. Maynard et al. (2013) suggests that the Foundation Phase Framework was based on sociocultural perspectives, as practitioners are expected to support children’s learning and development, which follows a pedagogy based on understanding children which is informed by a sociocultural theory, which is a similar approach undertaken across international curriculums, such as Te Whãriki in New Zealand and Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy. Siraj reported that a fifth of settings across Wales had successfully implemented the Foundation Phase Framework (Waters, 2016) and within these settings, the principles of the Framework had effectively been put into practice, with the practitioners demonstrating a clear understanding of the Foundation Phase Framework principles and had adapted their planning and pedagogies to best suit their children and families. The stocktake discovered that within the settings that had successfully implemented the Foundation Phase Framework, the children developed a more positive attitude to learning, with them becoming more independent and active, as well as engaging more throughout the day, resulting in improvements in children’s individual learning outcomes (Siraj, 2014). 
Throughout the stocktake, Siraj stated that improvements needed to be made to ensure that all staff had a thorough understanding of the principles and practices from within the Foundation Phase Framework. These included practitioners developing a play-based, experiential pedagogy within their school or setting and to provide a rich learning environment, using both the indoor and outdoor areas, which would enable children to follow their interests and develop their skills further (Siraj, 2014). There were nine recommendations overall from within the stocktake which were linked with staff training in order to develop a smooth and successful implementation of the Foundation Phase Framework (Waters, 2016). Recommendation number five was to ensure that the training given was underpinned by research and theory and the importance of the adult when implementing these changes was recognised. Recommendation number nine was that the training should provide clear guidance to staff members with regards to how they could successfully implement the Foundation Phase Framework principles and practices (An Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales – Final Report, 2014). 
In 2015, Taylor et al. completed A Final Report for the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase, and this highlighted some points which supported the recommendations that Siraj (2014) had made and some areas which still needed work in order to improve the quality of service provided. Over a timescale of ten years, between 2004 and 2014, the Welsh Government had invested just under £46 million in training and support for staff members to enable them to successfully implement the Foundation Phase Framework into their schools and settings. This training came in the form of training modules for staff members to complete and guidance materials for staff to have to hand to refer back to when needed (Taylor et al., 2015). Many settings reported that even though the guidance had been offered to them, they did not feel that it was specific enough to guide them and how the Foundation Phase Framework was implemented depended on the personal interest and enthusiasm of staff members from within individual settings. Maynard et al. (2013) reported that there were no specific targets set for the completion of the training modules, alongside no data being collected when modules were completed by staff members and recommended that this should be researched and reconsidered if improvements can not be seen. Maynard et al. (2013) also suggest that future guidance needs to be more structured, with terminology and pedagogical features being more specific to the role of the adult in order to ensure a more consistent, successful implementation of the Foundation Phase Framework. 
During the Independent Stocktake, Siraj (2014) highlighted how parents’ socio-economic status and qualifications they had, significantly impacted on their child’s achievements and that poverty was the greatest influence on childhood outcomes within the 3–7-year-old age range (Siraj-Blatchford and Siraj-Blatchford, 2010). The Foundation Phase Framework (2008) was designed in order to help close gaps in levels of attainment between children, as well as raising the attainment level of all children. The ethos of the framework was to play particular attention to raising the achievement levels of children who are experiencing poverty. The question was raised as to whether the Home Learning Environment (HLE) could help to reduce the inequalities that were seen and to help improve achievements and close the attainment gap. Kingston and Siraj (2017) supported this idea as they believed that high quality early childhood education and care could reduce inequalities that are linked with parental socio-economic status and background. They believed that this could be achieved through the education that children received from within schools and settings, alongside supporting parents and carers with the HLE. The Foundation Phase Action Plan (2016) emphasised the importance of the Welsh Government and local authorities supporting schools and settings to work with families as partners and to use family engagement as a way to potentially raise attainment and well-being. This followed the Welsh Government’s approach to ‘Education begins at home’ (2014) with teachers and practitioners encouraging parents and carers to engage with and support their child’s learning at home (Education Workforce Council, no date). The Foundation Phase Framework (2008, 2015) supports and promotes the positive relationships with parents and carers, fully understanding that they are children’s first educators, alongside the importance of working together. This can be supported by Bronfennbenner’s ecological theory, which has great emphasis placed on the importance of the many layers and levels of environments children are a part of and how crucial it is for everyone within those levels to work together (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
Teachers and practitioners reported that when there was an effective and successful implementation of the Foundation Phase Framework, it was easier to overcome such disadvantages as it allowed for better relationships to be developed, both internally and externally within the setting, enabling a whole school/setting approach to be achieved. As the Foundation Phase principles focussed on the child as a whole, better support could be offered to children’s individual needs, such as language and personal and social development, which would help with closing the attainment gap, alongside the continuous provision ethos of the framework allowing more opportunities to add and engage to cultural and social aspects within the school/setting (Siraj, 2014). This supports the goal for action from within the Foundation Phase Action Plan (2016) as it states that practitioners implementing the framework need to be able to support children from disadvantaged backgrounds through placing emphasis on developing early speech and language skills, as well as listening and responding to children’s voices and interests, supporting Article 12 from within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (no date).  
Siraj (2014) reported in her stocktake that many teachers and practitioners had reported that due to the playful nature of the Foundation Phase Framework, there had been an improved engagement with families from within their schools and settings as well as an improvement with helping their children learn both at home and school, resulting in better relationship being formed with parents and families. However, this was not consistent across Wales. There had been issues highlighted in the stocktake whereby staff did not fully understand the nature of being disadvantaged, with some staff members demonstrating exclusionary attitudes towards children from these backgrounds, as well as blaming parents for their situation and having low expectations of children from areas of deprivation. This resulted in a lack of communication and engagement with parents, due to a lack of empathy being shown by staff members, alongside a lack of knowledge and understanding of the implications of being brought up with a disadvantaged background and how this needs to be addressed through the successful implementation of the Foundation Phase Framework (Siraj, 2014). 
In order to address these issues, Siraj (2014) recommended that staff should have access to training which would enable them to fully understand the effects of poverty and disadvantage and how the attainment gap can be closed through supporting these children using the principle and practices of the Foundation Phase Framework and to support the Home Learning Environment (HLE). However, Taylor et al. (2015) suggested that there was not any evidence of a sufficient enough reduction in inequalities, with regards to closing the attainment gap across Wales, between families of varying socio-economic status (Kingston and Siraj, 2017). The guidelines outlined in the Foundation Phase Action Plan (2016) which was advised after the Independent Stocktake in 2014, recommended to include effective practice on helping to raise the achievements of children from disadvantaged backgrounds and to close the attainment gap. This can be achieved through teacher education, professional learning and leadership programmes being offered to all schools and settings across Wales, with individual schools and settings monitoring and self-evaluating progress made on the closing of the attainment gap for disadvantaged children (Foundation Phase Action Plan, 2016). 
Moving forward, the Foundation Phase Action Plan (2016) suggests that the Foundation Phase Framework should be developed further and adapted where necessary in order to make sure it aligns with the emerging new curriculum for Wales as Donaldson offers that much can be learned from the Foundation Phase as the new curriculum is developed (Successful futures, 2015). 
Section Two.
When assessing children, it is vital that all practitioners remember that every child develops at their own pace and in their own individual way. Every child is unique and will continuously learn new skills and develop into resilient, capable, and confident individuals, if they are given opportunities to do so (Early Years Matters, no date). Settings and assessments should be fully inclusive, and all individual children and their communities should be valued and respected, to ensure that no child is discriminated against, thus supporting Article 2 from within the UNCRC guidelines (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, no date). 
The Foundation Phase Profile (2017) was designed in order to support assessments carried out on children’s individual learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase, with great emphasis placed on the importance of the unique child. It is crucial for children to be encouraged to develop at their own unique, individual pace and for them to have opportunities to develop their own identity.  Alongside this the assessments were also developed to try and reduce inequalities between children from varying socio-economical backgrounds. However, Davies et al. (2013) state that the Foundation Phase Outcomes are not reducing inequalities enough within certain subgroups, such as gender, ethnicity, and socio-economical backgrounds, with a high level of children not achieving the learning outcomes in comparison with other children. Davies et al. (2013) also suggest that children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) are not supported enough with the recording of the skills within each Area of Learning, as practitioners are not able to ‘tick’ the necessary boxes for each outcome, suggesting that the child hasn’t achieved it, not taking into account any ALN the child may have and the extra support they may need within a particular area from within the seven Areas of Learning stated from within the Foundation Phase Framework (2015). This is where the Foundation Phase Learning Outcomes are not supporting the ethos of the unique child sufficiently and where it is failing presently. The Profile assessments were designed to be able to fall in line with assessments carried out by health professionals and would be able to support them with the early identification of children with possible developmental delay or any Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Practitioners will then be able to support individual children within their settings as a result of these assessments and will also provide relevant information for any outside multi-agencies involved with children’s learning and development, helping to support smooth transitions for the child between schools and settings (The Foundation Phase Profile, 2017). There are seven Areas of Learning (AOL) within the Foundation Phase Framework and each area is assessed by practitioners, with the developmental level of children recorded on skill ladders from within each AOL, through practitioners using a scoring method, which results in an outcome score being achieved for each of the seven areas (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2017). There are various levels of outcome that can be achieved by children in each Area of Learning, and these levels are attained when a child achieves approximately 75% of the skill ladders stated within each outcome and these outcomes work alongside the expected age of development of individual children. 
Its main purpose was to provide a consistent baseline assessment throughout Wales, which would align with the end of Phase Outcomes, following the guidance from within the End of Foundation Phase Assessments document (2011). The Foundation Phase Profile (2017) is based on summative assessments for children, which is the process of ‘summing up’ children’s individual development throughout the year. An on-entry assessment, also known as a baseline assessment, should be carried out with each child within six weeks of them entering the Foundation Phase and this baseline assessment should be achieved through the practitioner observing the child in a natural and spontaneous manner. However, the Profile also states that on some occasions, certain behaviours from the child maybe encouraged by the practitioner in order for them to make an informed judgement during the observation. If this was to happen, the practitioner would be taken the principle of the unique child away from the situation to enable them to be able to observe and ‘tick’ the correct box that is needed during the observation (The Foundation Phase Profile, 2017). The baseline assessment usually takes place when the child is three years old and the whole child needs to be considered, alongside covering the seven Areas of Learning associated with the Foundation Phase Framework (Foundation Phase Child Development Assessment Profile, 2011). Through the use of observations and formative assessments, the Profile is able to support practitioners to be able to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum and experience for all children within the settings or school (Early Years Matters, no date). The guidance from within The End of Foundation Phase Assessment (2011) document was that practitioners should have a continuous assessment of each individual child’s progress throughout their time in the Foundation Phase and there should be sufficient evidence from within these assessments for the practitioners to decide which outcome ‘best fits’ each individual child. As a statutory requirement, the results from the areas of Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills and Mathematical Development must be reported to the Welsh Assembly Government, whereas the results from the other areas of learning are only reported to parents and carers. This is one of the main areas of change from within the proposed new curriculum for Wales by Professor Graham Donaldson (2015). The new assessments of children will not be based on judgements made on the overall achievement of a child at a specific age, through using the ‘best fit’ approach, as was done so previously in the Foundation Phase, they will now carried out as an ongoing process, which will enable practitioners to observe if a child is ‘on track’ with their learning progression, following the progression steps outlined in the new curriculum report (Successful Futures, 2015).
Te Whãriki is the framework which was implemented in New Zealand as an Early Years Curriculum, which supports the learning and development of children from birth to six years of age. Te Whãriki is the maori translation of ‘Woven Mat’ which is the metaphor for everyone to stand on and come together, demonstrating the inclusivity of multiple perspectives, cultures, and approaches (Davies et al. 2015). Te Whãriki demonstrates many of the characteristics that can be found within the Foundation Phase Framework, such as being based on an experiential, play-based approach, with the child being at the centre, alongside reflecting the holistic development of the child, promoting their independence and well-being. However, there is a significant area within these two curriculums which differs vastly, and this is the way in which assessments are carried out and recorded (Veazey, 2020). Within the Te Whãriki framework, assessments are used to explore and discover what knowledge children have and what skills they already possess, focussing on what they can do, rather than what they cannot do. Alongside this, the framework does not assess children’s learning and development against pre-set age-related milestones for children, which is a complete contrast to the learning outcomes outlined in the Foundation Phase Framework (Veazey, 2020). Practitioners within the Te Whãriki Framework carry out a formative assessment with each individual child within their settings in the form of Learning Stories. This type of assessment allows practitioners to be able to carry out key skills in order to help follow and promote children’s individual interests, such as noticing the child’s interests, recording, and responding to the interests, and then using the information that has been gathered to inform future planning. When proposing the introduction of learning stories, Carr (2012) suggested that they would be the best way to assess children’s progress as the child would be at the centre of the story, and they would avoid the assessing of specific skills of the child and ticking off boxes on a pre-set list. In a more recent interview, Lee (2019) stressed the importance of learning stories not being treated as a general form to complete for the children, it was important that each learning story that was completed needed to be individual to each child. Veazey reports that when completing learning stories, practitioners document and photograph children’s individual learning experiences as a story which represents a picture of the child’s overall development and the activities and relationships, they have been part of, demonstrating to parents and carers their child’s learning and progression overtime. 
In a recent article written in ‘Wales Online’ (2019), the latest Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results were published which showed Wales still ranking last out of the United Kingdom countries, with scores of 483 in reading, 487 in mathematics and 488 in science. If this is compared with the results printed by Education Counts (2019) in New Zealand, there is a significant higher score in each area previously mentioned, compared with that of Wales with scores of 506, 494, and 508 respectively. Could this be the result of the differing styles of assessing within the Foundation Phase and Te Whãriki? Foundation Phase outcomes follow a more structured ‘one box fits all’ strategy whereby Te Whãriki follows a more individual child process with learning stories. Within the next few years and with continued research, alongside the new curriculum having time to be successfully implemented across Wales, will there be an improvement in the above readings, as a result of the changes being made to Wales’s assessment programme. 

Section Three.
Why we should embrace ‘Messy Play’. 
What is messy play? What does messy play mean to you?
Personally, for me, messy play is an integral part of a child’s development as it offers children opportunities to explore the world around them, using and developing their senses whilst doing so, alongside promoting other areas of their development, through exploring and experimenting with everyday resources and materials, which supports Vygotsky’s theory of children learning through experimenting and discovery (cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
Sadly, this isn’t the case for everyone.
Messy play can often be seen as a negative concept within some early years settings and can be associated with negative words and terms, such as, muddled, unorganised and even from children being told ‘to not make a mess’. This can sometimes lead to the aspect of ‘messy play’ being undervalued and overlooked when practitioners are planning within the Early Years. This could result in young children missing out on having opportunities to develop their sensory skills through a variety of daily activities (Duffy, 2007). Children learn and develop through all kinds of play, including messy and sensory play and through providing a carefully planned and prepared environment for children, the benefits of sensory play to them are invaluable (Community Play, 2014). This means it is crucial for practitioners to ensure that these kinds of activities and experiences are planned for appropriately within early years settings, which will ensure that all areas of the curriculum are met through the children having purposeful play experiences, with all resources and materials being gathered beforehand to make sure that the experience will be beneficial and enjoyable for the children. 
As previously mentioned at the beginning of this article, messy play is beneficial in promoting other areas of children’s development, alongside their sensory skills and these areas include the physical development of a child. An Early Years Resources article (2018) states that messy play allows children to develop their fine and gross motor skills through a variety of everyday activities and opportunities. For example, by using small movements such as, squeezing playdough or mark making in shaving foam, children are developing their fine motor skills, which will help to develop muscles that are used to hold pencils ready for literacy development as the child gets older (MacDonald, 2018) or by using bigger movements, such as, jumping in puddles and large-scale mark making with large paintbrushes, children are developing their gross motor skills further, which in turn helps to develop a child’s balance and co-ordination. By providing opportunities like the ones mentioned above, settings will be following and supporting the learning outcomes stated in The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) as these state that children should have everyday opportunities to help develop their physical skills, including their fine and gross motor skills, as well as balance and sensory skills.
At the beginning of this article, I stated that messy play isn’t for everyone, and some adults are reluctant to offer and engage with messy and sensory activities, which can have a detrimental impact on a child’s development in the early years, if adult support is not available to them. Take finger painting for example, this kind of activity is very messy and that is often just what adults see, mess! However, this kind of activity, is an example of an ideal sensory experience for young children, with the opportunity for the supporting adult to engage with the children and offer a wider range of vocabulary to them by introducing new words to them, such as smooth, cold, slimy, and extending the language the child already has stored. Sensory and messy activities are ideal opportunities for adults to be able to extend a child’s language development and to enrich their learning (Mathias, 2020). This can be supported by a Community Play article (2014) which also offers the importance of adult interaction during messy play, highlighting the language benefits to the children, alongside the importance of giving children time to explore, discover and connect with their senses during these activities, which will develop their eagerness to learn and to begin to ask questions.
Throughout my career as an Early Years Practitioner, I have encountered obstacles when it comes to the planning and implementing of messy play within some early years settings and these have mainly arisen from parents/carers complaints of their child going home messy and dirty, partnered up with questions such as, “Why would you let them do that?” “What is the point in them playing with that? What do they get from that other than just making a mess?” It can be challenging when responding to these questions and trying to explain to the parents/carers that it is not just the mess that they can see, that has happened to their child today, what they haven’t seen is their child exploring and trying something new for the first time, they haven’t seen their child developing skills which will help them later on in life and most importantly is that they haven’t seen the fun and enjoyment their child has had, whilst ‘just making a mess and getting dirty’. Within my current role, in order to address and overcome such challenges, we work in partnership with the parents/carers who use the setting, and we discuss with them the ethos of the setting and the guidelines from within The Foundation Phase Outcomes (2015) when we complete the registration pack with them. This gives us the opportunity to inform parents of the benefits of sensory and messy play and the kinds of activities the children have access to during their time at the setting and why we provide them to the children. Alongside this we also encourage parents to dress their child in clothes that they don’t mind getting dirty and messy and we have found that this has proved to be successful within the setting (Ely and Caerau Children’s Centre, 2016). 
I hope after reading this article parents and practitioners alike will be able to look past the ‘mess’ and begin to see and appreciate the many benefits of messy and sensory play and encourage their child to participate when the opportunity arises. 
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