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Introduction
This essay will evaluate how the role of educational practitioners such as teachers and support staff have been influenced by recent policy developments. The past twenty years in education has seen many changes from New Labour government to the now Conservative minority government, however the policy this essay will feature is Welsh Governments Foundation Phase (FP). Maynard et al (2013) wrote a detailed report discussing the development and principles of the FP, but more importantly they also noted key challenges that may face practitioners with the implementation of this new curriculum. With new policy comes change and with change comes extra work and many new challenges, this essay will look at viewpoints of practitioners and evaluate how the FP has or has not changed the role these educational professionals. 

Policy
The year 2004 saw radical education reforms in Wales. The document ‘The Learning Country’ was published and thus presented a new curriculum named The Foundation Phase (FP). The Welsh Assembly Government built the FP around the Rights to Action (2002) policy, which has adapted The United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) articles into seven core aims. The FP was designed to combine Early Years Education from ages three to five years and Key Stage One, five to seven year olds (Welsh Government, 2017). The Welsh Assembly Government states that;

 “The Foundation Phase is based on the principle that early years’ provision should offer a sound foundation for future learning through a developmentally appropriate curriculum. It will bring more consistency and continuity to children’s education at such an all-important period in their development”. WAG, 2011.

Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (DCELLS) note that the FP became a legal requirement and was implemented across the country in stages. The pilot stage of 22 schools and 22 funded non-maintained settings rolled out in 2004/05; the Early Start stage of a further 22 schools and 22 funded non-maintained settings rolled out in 2006/07; and then finally all remaining schools and funded non-maintained settings rolled out in the final stage in 2009/10 (Welsh Government, 2015). A further three stages were used to separate the introduction of the FP to differing age groups, the first being on the 1st August 2008 for all 3 to 5-year-olds. Then a year later, on the 1st August 2009 for all 5 to 6-year-olds and finally 1st August 2010 for all 6 to 7-year-olds (DCELLS, 2008).  

Staffing
One of the key issues faced when implementing the FP was funding. This new curriculum called for new staffing ratios. Where classroom were changing from one teacher and thirty children to a staffing of 1:8 adult/pupil ratio (Burns, n.d.). This in turn meant more staff were needed to implement this new curriculum.  The WG conducted research to evaluate the FP and a report was issued with regards to key findings on staffing. The report states that almost all practitioners involved in the implementation of the FP believed that the higher adult/pupil ratios were fundamental in the successful practice of the new curriculum (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2014). The research also exposed evidence from case study’s that suggested the level of qualification of the additional practitioners in the classrooms was favourable from schools. It was found that 81% of the additional practitioners the study observed had a qualification above or equal to level 3 (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2014).

Burns (n.d) also notes that the employment of support staff in classrooms is monitored by the Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) National Minimum Standards (NMS). This NMS states that at least 50% of the non-supervisory staff holds a qualification at least at level 2 from the Care Council for Wales and that the ‘registered person’ safeguards that the person in charge has at least a level 3 qualification appropriate to the post. The WG acknowledge that due to the implementation of the FP and other policy such as Raising standards and tackling workload: a national agreement (2003) the role of support staff in Wales has been expanded and developed (Practitioner Standards and Professional Development Division, 2015). Therefore because of this in 2013 as part of a WG action plan the WG made a commitment as stated; 

“Undertake a project with Unions and Employers to consider what should be the qualification requirements for learning support staff working at different levels within the classroom.”  WG, 2013.


With the aforementioned in mind it is imperative to note that Taylor et al (2014) state that the positive impacts of having extra staff in the classroom is not a direct correlation to children attaining higher grades. But more an indirect correlation to teaching staff now having greater flexibility to undertake further training or professional development due to extra help in classrooms. However, it is extremely difficult to measure these kinds of outcomes (Taylor et al, 2014). Blatchford, Sylva, Laugharne, Milton and Charles (2005) noted before the FP was even rolled out that it was crucial that the focus of improving staff/pupil ratios did not take superiority over quality training for staff already working in school settings. 

Training & Assesments - 500
With additional classroom assistants come additional workload for the already ‘overworked’ teachers. Additional staff means more paperwork, appraisals and people management. It is noted by Blatchford et al (2005) that training in ‘people management’ should be required for all teachers, lead practitioners in FP settings, especially in classes that will see a rise in classroom support staff. Allingham (2011), writes that practitioners should acknowledge prior learning and offer choices, she states practitioners should challenge children with care and sensitivity and help move their learning along. This on paper sounds very appealing and nurturing and holistic but unfortunately practitioners do require some form of guideline to follow to allow the whole nation to be on the same page.  Blatchford et al (2005) stated that there was a need for a national training policy for the FP based on existing Local Education Authorities practices. They also noted the importance of increasing training in bilingualism and multi-cultural understanding to enable practitioners to teach one of the seven areas of learning ‘Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity’ after all how can you teach a topic you have no prior knowledge of yourself. As previously noted the research carried out by Taylor et al (2014) found that head teachers and leaders of funded non-maintained schools were generally happy overall with the roll out of the FP however when asked if there was anything they would change with the FP with hindsight, the highest two choices ranked were ‘training & support materials’. 

The Foundation Phase Profile (FFP) which was introduced in 2015 is a key tool to assist teachers provides a baseline of a pupil’s progress. Ridley (2015) describes that FPP as a statutory assessment for the FP. It is made up of four areas of learning; Personal and Social Development, Language Literacy and Communication, Mathematical development and Physical Development. Teacher’s will use the FPP at two levels the initial baseline assessment and then use the full profile to assess progression in each area of learning. Both initial baseline and the full profile will produce a score so teachers can easily measure a pupil’s development. With the WG (2015) stating in their FP framework that the new curriculum is largely based on play and pupil lead learning the introduction of the FPP is a vital tool to aid teachers in assessing pupils, up until the roll out of the FP children were never assessed on their ability to play. 

Provision & Role of The Tecaher
With the importance of play in mind it is essential to now visual a classroom setting where an average of four staff and 30+ children (also including any 1:1 Learning Support Staff) can play indoors and outdoors. This was another issue schools face with the roll out of the FP. Schools have now had considerable funding for additional qualified practitioners, next they require funding for bigger classrooms, new resources and outdoor space.   

The WG issued a National Training Pack named ‘Play and Active Learning’. This pack listed various continuous provision required for optimum delivery of the FP this included; whiteboards, reflection books, gallery walls, sharing tables, wet/dry play and outdoor areas. The pack states “The constancy of the room will support their well-being, encourage risk-taking, allow them to learn from their mistakes.” (WG,ND).

The role of the teacher has been dramatically changed by the FP. Teachers have been previously known as stern adults who recite information from blackboards. The FP has changed this role. Teachers are now facilitators of learning and must give equal status to pupil-initiated learning. To become a fully rounded person is a long burning slow process, and within this process you develop knowledge of yourself and others (Wistreich, 2017). Campbell, Campbell and Dickinson (2004) note that teachers play crucial roles in the development of a pupil’s interpersonal intelligence. Therefore, practitioners need to establish classrooms environments that can nurture pupil’s natural inquisitive ness and not douse it out by forcing children to conform to tests and worksheets.  Educational practitioners who facilitate learning in a positive, caring holistic manner, model to the pupil basic life skills (Campbell et al, 2004).

Conclusion
To conclude the introduction of the new curriculum named The Foundation Phase was a radical a huge change to the Welsh Education System. It changed the role of practitioners not slightly but on a huge scale. Classrooms are no longer regimented rows of tables and chairs but are now segmented into display tables and social gathering areas, and more important areas of self-discovery and play. The FP created a mass of jobs for classroom support staff and newly trained teachers alike. With intensive training the FP allowed practitioners to further develop skills and personal development. It also allowed for the workload of teaching practitioners to be lightened slightly with the help of the previously mentioned Raising standards and tackling workload: a national agreement (2003) policy. The FP its self has been mirrored by English Government who now follow a similar curriculum named Early Years Foundation Stages. British Broadcasting Corporation (2017) report that seven out of ten primary schools inspected are improved, and each year since the implementation of the FP the percentage of excellence in primary schools has risen each year. Overall the roll out of the FP has improved the quality of Welsh teaching standards whilst relieving strain of already established practitioners by creating new job opportunities for additional support staff. However, it did spark small concern with its lack of training and materials for practitioners and its controversial way of facilitating learning.  
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