Learning our Lessons?

As Wales embarks on a journey of curriculum reform which encompasses the current foundation phase, Sarah Stewart asks what lessons we have to learn from the original introduction of the foundation phase which promised a ‘fun, exciting, stimulating and safe environment’ centred around a play based pedagogy. Ten years on, how might we avoid the accusation of a laissez-faire approach to play and grow our understanding of the crucial role of the adult in the experiential learning process? 
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Three years after its initial pilot and rolling out stage, Dr. Iram Siraj-Blatchford (2007) criticised practitioner responses to pedagogic approaches to the Foundation Phase, stating that widespread misconceptions of play have resulted in a ‘laissez-faire’ approach to play as a vehicle for learning, with less attention payed to adult pedagogy and effective utilisation of the adult as a learning resource in the early years setting. 
Subsequent analysis has suggested that whilst this may have been a fair summation of the situation at the time, this tended to be a result not of an inherent ‘laziness’ in the workforce, but rather a wide spread misunderstanding of the underpinning philosophies and theories of the play based approach, caused in no small part, by the lack of availability of clear and coherent guidance for practitioners (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Coupled with the fact that much of the early years research and documentation tends to ignore or be seemingly unaware of the differences in educational policy across the UK, remaining stubbornly Anglo-centric in its focus, it is no surprise that there have been significant challenges across Wales in enacting the Foundation Phase. Critically, whilst practitioners were able to understand what they needed to do differently, the reasons why have been much more difficult to understand.  “…practitioners were able to understand what they needed to do differently, the reasons why have been much more difficult to understand.”


Introducing a Play-Based Curriculum 
The Welsh Foundation Phase (FP) curriculum was introduced on the premise that it would introduce learning to young children in a way which was ‘exciting, stimulating and fun’ and that with its inclusive approach to supporting equality of opportunity alongside meeting children’s developmental readiness, the new FP offered a new and inspiring way of working. After years of what had felt like an overly formal Key Stage One, with a heavy emphasis on a competency based approach and teacher led pedagogies, this was a welcome change. 
[image: Child, Tower, Building Blocks, Blocks]The promise of a curriculum centred on a play-based pedagogy was a breath of fresh air which carried with it the allure of a freer, child-centred way of working. At last, young children would be left to play! Whilst the value of play was certainly not a brand new concept, the underpinning philosophies of the FP offered a re-emphasising of many practitioners’ core values: “where children are valued as individuals, respected for their ideas and provided with opportunities to develop their personal and social development” (Aasen and Waters, 2006). Though not explicitly outlined in curriculum documentation and policy, the FP ostensibly offered a shift in philosophy, moving from a goal-oriented developmental model, founded on the need for children to reach pre-determined stages, to a socio-cultural model which challenged assumptions about normative measures of children’s early development. 

The Promise of a New Curriculum 
The Welsh education system is currently undergoing one of the greatest periods of reform seen in decades. With interest, and perhaps not some small concern, Early Years practitioners are keen that the new curriculum offers recognition of their belief that the early years of a child’s life is a distinct, special and unique phase, which requires the adoption of a very special type of early years pedagogy. Once again, as in 2008, the advent of a new curriculum offers new promise. But what lessons do we still have to learn?

Underpinning Philosophy 
Critics of large-scale and radical changes to curriculum are quick to point out that the evidence to support such a change is often quite scant, and point to the wealth of research which shows that direct, teacher-led approaches can be very effective in closing attainment gaps in young children’s literacy and numeracy skills, which is vital for those from more disadvantaged backgrounds. Underlying this is a hint that whilst play is important for children’s wellbeing and enjoyment, when it comes to the really important things, then learning through play just can’t quite be trusted. 
This may well offer a partial explanation for why some of the original criticisms of the key stage one curriculum which prompted the introduction of the FP, remain to be in tension within the current FP today; that standards are uneven and inequalities in attainment at Key Stage Two, gender and ethnicity remain. 



These inequalities, along with poor comparative performance on an international level in PISA tests, drove a significant initiative to improve Welsh learners’ attainment – the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy framework (LNF). On the one hand, this has been successful, with a major evaluation (see WISERD, 2015) concluding that the FP has resulted in improved literacy and numeracy. However, on the other, it also points out that practitioners need further support in developing appropriate FP pedagogy when teaching in these areas, suggesting that success in these skills may have come at a cost. [image: Child, Kid, Play, Study, Color, Learn]

Many point to the fact that the testing regime which comes alongside the LNF is essentially incompatible with the FP and its key principles, with some going further again by suggesting that any curriculum which claims to be focused on culturally determined approaches which meet the child at their own pace is inherently at odds with any form of testing. Assessment within the FP curriculum has remained essentially founded on a developmental approach in which a child’s progress is viewed in a linear fashion. When aspects of developmental pedagogy are coupled with an assessment framework which requires children to have reached a particular stage by a particular age, it is possible to begin to see a philosophical fracture (see Waters, 2015; WISERD, 2015; Thomas and Lewis, 2016). 
These tensions have led some to conclude that the introduction of national tests in Year Two classes across Wales has essentially led to a phasing out of a truly play-based pedagogy in the latter stages of the FP, as a result of anxiety about high-stake assessment outcomes. This creates a fundamental pedagogical difference as children transition from Reception, where play is still seen as ‘safe’ to later years where there is more accountability. Without understanding the theoretical and ideologically different ways to teach, practitioners fall back to direct teaching and ‘tweak’ their practice to pay lip-service to play. 
“A shift that needs to take place is for children to become agents of change and practitioners to become facilitators of children’s learning.”
(Thomas and Lewis, 2016, p.22).






This has led Siraj-Blatchford (2014) and others to conclude that in order for the FP implementation to be truly effective, there must be a fundamental change in culture. To enact changes in practice, there must first be a shift in practitioners’ understanding of the philosophy of the foundation phase (with explicit understanding of the unresolved tensions in the curriculum’s philosophical design) along with a deeper understanding of how children learn – that play, when enacted with high-level effective pedagogic practice – is effective and does lead to positive outcomes. 

Are we speaking the same language?
This lack of clarity around the true purpose of the Foundation Phase explains why play may be moved from the centre position, in favour of adult-led direct teaching, and resulting in its role in the child’s learning experience simply being reduced. However, it is not necessarily only a lack of play pedagogy which led Siraj-Blatchford to make the accusation of a ‘laissez-faire approach’ in Wales. 
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Whilst it has become apparent that there are differences in practitioner understandings about the philosophy or ‘why’ of the curriculum, it also apparent that there are differences in the ‘how’ too. The complexities of defining play, the pedagogical heart of the foundation phase, has been much discussed in academic literature, but it is perhaps true to say that the full extent of the diversity in interpretations of play amongst the practitioner workforce was neither recognised nor fully articulated in policy and curriculum documentation. What has become evident over the last ten years is that we are not always ‘talking the same language’ (WISERD, 2015). When does play become learning? What do we mean by structured play? What exactly is active learning? How do we determine whether an activity is truly child-initiated when so much of the learning environment is structured by the practitioner? These inherent tensions are not explicit in the documentation, but have become increasingly evident in practice across Wales. Play alone, even when used frequently in a setting, does not guarantee effective learning. Furthermore, where adult intervention in play is poor quality, this is likely to cause detriment. 

What is effective play-pedagogy? 
For play to be effective, there needs to no distinction between play and learning, and like any plan for learning, it needs to be intentional. Wood (2004, in Water, 2015) advocates an international model of play which would bring Welsh practice into closer alignment with other effective European models. This stresses the complex reciprocal and responsive relationships between learners and practitioners where the role of the practitioner should be a proactive one. The environment is created consciously by the responsive practitioner who engages with children’s interests and individual needs.  Play needs to draw on the child’s own experience as a starting point, with the practitioner directing the child towards the learning object. Any adult intervention needs to develop a sense of shared thinking and communication, providing ‘stimulating experiences within a nurturing social context’ (Whitebread, 2012, p3). Play should empower the learning child.[image: Image result for teacher and children learning through play]


It is also important to recognise that change takes time – even as recently as 2014 still only one fifth of settings in Wales were viewed to have achieved effective implementation of the Foundation Phase and to be appropriately engaged in play based approaches. Understanding the complexities of socio-cultural practice, developing an extensive knowledge of child development and recognising how to find the right balance between child-initiated and adult-led opportunities are professional skills that take time and require support to develop. If Wales’ new curriculum is to learn any lessons from the FP it is that continuing to invest in the training and professional learning of Early Year practitioners is critical in avoiding a laissez faire approach to pedagogy. 
The new curriculum holds much potential, being grown from the ground up by practitioners across Wales. It offers the opportunity to develop explicit and shared visions of what effective learning looks like across the phases and to articulate common understandings of the philosophy and pedagogies that will guide future practice. It is time for us all to learn how to speak the same language, and in the Early Years especially, that language is play. 
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