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Question one
	

The current Foundation Phase in Wales is structured around a play-based curriculum for children aged 3-7 years, thereby, moving away from the formal and competency-based method of the previous National Curriculum which forced many children to comply too soon. The Foundation Phase curriculum supports a developmental, experimental and play-based methodology to education and learning (Taylor et al, 2016). The main aims of the Foundation Phase during its inception were to improve children’s positive outlook on learning, increase children’s standards of attainment, focus on their developing needs, allow children to gain from educational opportunities later in life and support children to become active citizens within society (NAfW, 2003). Following the investigation of studies undertaken in parts of the world including New Zealand and Europe, the Welsh Assembly Government when creating the framework for the Foundation Phase curriculum noted that there was an evident empowerment and value in play through children’s learning (Maynard et al, 2013 cited by Taylor et al, 2016). The Welsh Government acknowledged the value of this play-based, experimental approach to a child’s education. The Foundation Phase set out a practical approach to learning designed to promote discovery and independent learning (Estyn, 2017). However, it is noted by Taylor et al (2016) that despite the evident value of following these international examples the Foundation Phase moved away from these international comparisons in at least two ways that still hankered back to the previous National Curriculum. The first being that there remained a powerful necessity for pupils in literacy and numeracy to have achieved certain levels by a certain age at the end of the Foundation Phase. Secondly, the need for direct and formal teaching was not completely taken away from the Foundation Phase curriculum. Estyn (2017) recognises that the Foundation Phase framework had many good intentions and was certainly radical in its thinking in comparison to the restrictions of the previous National Curriculum. It went a long way to encourage child centred learning and for the first time, encouraged educators to consider the wellbeing of the child. The Foundation Phase has a progressive curriculum created to embrace the wide variety and needs of all children regardless of their stage of development. It was to be applauded for its inclusivity (Estyn, 2017). 

It is noted in the Estyn (2017) report that there should be an appropriate balance between ‘continuous, enhanced and focused provision’ with the first being the foundation from which the other provisions build. Continuous provision is where the teacher recognises the value of a variety of resources which are continuously made available for the children to use independently whether inside or outside the classroom. These resources should be relevant to the children’s interests and provide opportunity for them to practice through play and affirm and develop their learning. For example, a classroom will have different stations where different elements of learning can be supported in role play, construction, literacy and creative development. In these areas the child initiates the learning and choses freely the area they would like to explore. Sound focused provision which is learning directed by the adult can allow the child, once the teacher has initiated a new idea, to practice the idea through their play in the areas of this continuous provision. This makes this skill valuable especially in the area of role play by putting the practical experience in to the context of the child’s learning thereby deepening their understanding (Welsh Government, 2015). The ideology behind this approach is that education is delivered holistically. This holistic approach can help to remove subject barriers that can often restrict creativity and leave a curriculum inflexible; in the realms of continuous provision the child can experience many ‘subjects’ subjectively (Estyn, 2017). The move away from subject headings, which have been seen as a barrier identified in Successful Futures (2015), is also discussed in Taylor et al 2016 where they recognise the holistic development of the child as being central to the Foundation Phase framework because, as they site from the Welsh Government (2015) findings ‘children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle’.

Estyn (2017) recognised that there needs to be fluidity in the way that children move around the classroom, interacting with one another, sometimes but not exclusively through play, and exploring a variety of means by which to experience opportunities within the idea. Where this fluidity was apparent it was recognised as good Foundation Phase practice, facilitating the children to learn by being actively involved and discovering the world inside and outside the classroom. Having this solid foundation was found to be essential in developing later learning including communication and practical skills. The idea of fluidity which the Foundation Phase intended to bring to education, is also noted in Wainwright et al (2019). They write that the idea of ‘flow’ creates an awareness of experiences where individuals are entirely engaged in the current moment. Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) (cited in Wainwright et al, 2019) expand on this by explaining that when an individual is in a fluid state an experience develops effortlessly and continuously whilst also becoming intensely focused on what they are doing at that time; the pupils are enjoying the play experience so much that they are unaware of ‘learning’ taking place as they move from station to station.

Estyn (2017) realised however, that sometimes the term ‘learning through play’ is very much miss understood. Schools sometimes simply see it as a time to play in the different areas of learning when they have finished their ‘real work’, or as an opportunity for children to run around outside and use up excess energy. There is evidence to show that only 25% of schools implemented the Foundation Phase correctly (ITV, 2018). The evidence suggests that some schools do not value that which children can achieve through play. They also fail to plan carefully to make the time spent in play productive. These schools where the Foundation Phase was not implemented correctly found that staff do not work alongside the children to ensure that the child is having the full value of the play experience (Estyn, 2017). Dewey (1952) believed that children learn best through a hands-on approach which is centred around learning by doing (Mooney, 2000). Wainwright et al (2019) note that Dewey’s 1930’s work emphasised the significance of context when considering experience and the imperative role educators have to ensure the environment is able to produce experiences that create growth. 

UNICEF (2018) recognises the value of the role of play in learning throughout childhood. They emphasise that through play children gain essential knowledge and skills and children from all cultural and economic backgrounds engage from an early age in play. They also acknowledged that motor, cognitive and emotional skills are developed in play, encouraging children who are intrinsically hands on learners. However, Estyn (2017) note of the barrier in their findings that around half of the schools in Wales are still too adult directed most of the time and where teachers are not providing stimulating opportunities for child centred, independent learning to take place. Indeed, in the Welsh Governments Final Report (2015) recommendation seven states that;
‘Training and guidance materials need to place more emphasis on: observation and assessment; effective use of the outdoors; delivery of enhanced provision; the roles of teachers and additional practitioners; as well as general child development topics’. 
When these recommendations are adhered to, however, in particular staff training, the barrier of the learning being too teacher led can be broken down. 

Estyn (2017) note children have active imaginations and this is further evidenced when they acquire knowledge through playful experimentation with objects and others (UNICEF, 2018). One has to be mindful however, to realise that the word ‘play’ might mean a very different concept to a child as noted in Wood and Attfield (2005) who warn of this danger. A child’s approach to an activity was examined in the work of McInnes et al (2011) they found that when an activity is proposed to a child, they make an individual distinction between work and play. Feezell (2013) and Dewey (1933) recognised that the attitude of each child played a role in this distinction and furthermore the distinction between playful and play where ‘the former is an attitude of mind; the latter is an outward manifestation of this attitude’ (Howard and McInnes, 2010). They draw attention to the fact that playfulness is viewed as an attitude of the mind suggesting freedom and flexibility, whereas play is simply an external act. Therefore, the term playfulness Wainwright et al (2019) argues may be the most positive way of providing a theory platform for introducing a play-based curriculum such as the Foundation Phase. By the practitioner thinking of the pedagogy as ‘playfulness’ of the mind rather than the outward action of ‘play’ Howard and McInnes (2010) go as far as to say that incorporating this idea of play which is based on how children think and perceive the world in this ‘playfulness’ approach will help the practitioner understand this concept of curriculum delivery. 

Findings from the Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) noted that children involved in the Foundation Phase curriculum were found to be improving in literacy, numeracy, wellbeing and their overall attitude to learning. Taylor et al (2015) agreed with this statement as they found that foundation phase children had made improvements in all of those areas. The PISA (2019) tests also highlighted these improvements. BBC (2019) states that children in Wales have improved performance in Maths, Reading and Science although they are still the lowest scoring nation in the UK. However, Estyn (2017) although recognising these figures, also found in evaluating the Foundation Phase that there were no notable changes in the outcomes between boys and girls or those with Additional Learning Needs or those receiving free school meals. The pattern of the previous National Curriculum persists, that in general these pupils generally achieve less well than their peers. The Welsh Government in 2015 published Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ (2015) whereby he states that the current curriculum had become overloaded, overcomplicated and was in areas outdated. He did, however, state that leaders in nursery and primary education embraced the ethos, principles and pedagogy of the current Foundation Phase and saw this as a strength of educational practices in Wales (Estyn 2017). Donaldson evidently saw the Foundation phase as a sound basis upon which to implement and built his ‘Successful Futures’ (2015) curriculum. In fact, the Welsh Government in November 2016 outlined a way to continuously improve the manner in which the Foundation Phase is taught in settings which brings it in line with the four core aims of the ‘Successful Futures’ (2015) curriculum. This action plan incorporates a set of pedagogical principles including learning through play, for example hands on learning, and where children can instigate independent learning at its core. 

The United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child (2019) article 31 states that every child has the right to play, relax and to be involved in cultural and creative activities. This right, therefore, supports the need for a play-based curriculum as recognised in the Foundation Phase and later by Donaldson (2015). Play is definitely something that is of great importance to children, but it can be difficult for adults to understand fully its value and role in a child’s development (Collins and Foley, 2008). Teachers may have a sound apprehension of delving into this world that children occupy through the pedagogy of play as Estyn (2017) point out. Even when teachers are directed in the curriculum document to be more creative through play there is still an over reliance on didactic teaching and the use of work sheets in the Foundation Phase; there are not enough stimulation opportunities provided. One can appreciate however, that after the Foundation Phase was introduced in 2008, the confusion that was caused by the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (2013) and also other subsequent tests that are conducted in Year Two. Estyn (2017) noted that many schools felt pressured to move away from pupils’ creative and physical skills and to concentrate on preparing pupils for the national tests. Donaldson has recognised this pressure on staff and pupils and is therefore moving towards a less academic approach and rather more towards an inclusive method of testing at the child’s ‘age’ rather than ‘year’ in school. This assessment will be within the child’s holistic, play based curriculum rather than at the traditional desk environment, although the exact means of testing in the new curriculum is yet to be confirmed. 

There is no doubt that there is a need for, and absolute value in, play based Early Years curricula and the critical skills that children gather through their play or playfulness, form elements of the crucial foundations of future complex 21st Century skills (UNICEF 2018).




Question 2

The Foundation Phase Profile is a means of assessing children’s learning and development from 3 to 7 years old in Wales (Welsh Government, 2017). This form of assessment was created as part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (2015). The Welsh Government aimed to produce a more rational system of assessing, tracking and monitoring the development and progress of children in the early years. The Welsh Government (2017) note that its aim was to deliver a nationwide consistent baseline assessment that supports the end of phase outcomes. The Foundation Phase Profile consists of two sets of skill ladders focusing on four areas of learning; personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical development and physical development (Welsh Government, 2017). Included in this profile is a baseline and a full profile assessment that then aims to support end of phase teacher assessments. This framework was introduced with the Government’s best intentions namely to move away from the structured and assessment driven National Curriculum towards a more play-based approach and holistic pedagogy (Maynard and Chicken, 2010). This is also supported by Joshi et al (2014) who note that is was an extreme departure from the previous curriculum that was innately ‘subject’ centred. Maynard and Chicken (2010) anticipated that some teachers might well find moving away from this subject centred approach challenging.

It was imperative that all adults responsible for the rolling out of this Foundation Phase Profile were on board with the philosophies and theoretical underpinnings. They should also feel confident and comfortable delivering and facilitating this new style of curriculum, which still embraced assessment, all be it from a more observational approach (Welsh Government, 2015). The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) however, noted that to successfully implement the Foundation Phase Profile there is a responsibility on all practitioners, leaders and others to fully comprehend the principles and practices that take place in the Foundation Phase and are able to use them correctly. The Stocktake found a lack of skilled and experienced staff to effectively implement the Foundation Phase, this was due to the rapid increase of staff to undergo new ratios and the Foundation Phase being extended to 7 years of age. Therefore, the Foundation Phase may have had well-grounded and rational principles and practices but if the relevant practitioners and leaders did not understand or acknowledge these key factors it was improbable that the foundation phase would have been implemented successfully (The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase, 2014). 

The ideology behind the Foundation Phase is that the teacher is a guide and facilitator which stems from the beliefs of pioneers such as Dewey, Montessori and Froebel. This redefining of the role of the teacher is further developed in the theory of Reggio Emilia who firmly believed in communication, knowledge and understanding developed between the participants where reflection, analysis and the actual process of learning is fundamental. The role of the adult in the learning environment such as the teacher, teaching assistant or parent has the emphasis on collaboration, mutual understanding and in the long-term making sense of the world (Maynard and Chicken, 2010). Roberts- Holmes (2017) however, recognises that such democratic learning requires a vast amount of time, school support and a willingness on the part of the adult to be open to delight, awe and risk taking. He freely admits that these are qualities that are not always evident today. However, Biroli et al (2017) notes that when a child receives this formal care the Reggio Emilia approach has long term positive outcomes related to career, emotional development and obesity and is mutually beneficial to child and adult.

The Reggio Emilia model looks at the dynamics of the teacher/child relationship as one of a ‘partnership’ in learning rather than the traditional method of learning with the teacher as the ‘expert’ and the child as the ‘novice’ (Maynard and Chicken, 2010). The Reggio Emilia partnership process is seen as more of a documentation of the learning process rather than an assessment. The work arises from organic projects not a pre-determined curriculum where the children themselves chose the project to study and the teachers work with small groups of children who are interested in solving similar problems within each project. Other children in the classroom, whilst this problem solving is taking place, would be working on self-selected activities. The role of the teacher in this instance is one of a facilitator, multi -tasker and remarkable classroom manager. This, however, is only doable when the class sizes are small - namely eight to twelve children, not the classes of over thirty children found in a Wales (Maynard and Chicken, 2010); class size is definitely a barrier to learning and assessment in this instance.

One can see from the above that although there are long term benefits to following the Reggio Emilia approach, and whilst it was used as a methodology to underpin the current Foundation Phase, there are limitations within using it in classrooms with large sizes. If class sizes were to be reduced in Wales, then the relationship of collaboration between adult and child could be better fostered with more opportunities for detailed observation as a means of assessing a child’s development could take place (Roberts- Holmes, 2017). 

A more formal assessment structure than Reggio Emilia, but less structured than the National curriculum, therefore, is embedded in the Foundation Phase. The teacher in the Foundation Phase is expected to make unobtrusive observations in the first six weeks of the child being in their care in order to form a baseline assessment using the Compact Profile. The skill ladders they choose for baseline assessment should be on the understanding that they are easy to observe in the first six weeks and are useful in analysing the child’s early development (Welsh Government, 2017). When a teacher observes the child undertaking activities rather than issuing a series of tests the observations give a wider opportunity for evidence to be assimilated on which assessments can be made. The Compact profile and the Full profile are used in the summative assessment and there are valid outcomes that can be achieved for each area of learning from ‘bronze’ to ‘not assessed’. For a child to be awarded an outcome for an area of learning 75% of the skill ladders within the area of learning have to be achieved. It is important to note, however, that there is no set method of recording these observations for the Foundation Phase Profile and schools must use their own methods of recording and monitoring their evidence to be confident and secure in their assessment of the children - in their independent abilities, and ensuring that their judgements are based on a wide range of evidence (Welsh Government, 2017). It is also noted that the evidence of Teaching Assistants should be considered in the observations and assessment. However, it was noted by Welsh Government (2014) that although additional practitioners were seen to be involved in this process they were often seen to be observing and monitoring the child’s progress more often than the teacher. 

In line with developing observations and formative assessments within the foundation phase profile the practitioner should establish each child’s current position, layout progress stages within the specific skill and recognise when those stages have been reached. This process of formative assessment is done through observation and gathering a wealth and variety of evidence (Welsh Government, 2017). Adults must make indoor and outdoor observations as it is noted in Welsh Government (2017) that children learn and behave very differently out of the classroom. Teachers must follow the child’s interests and look to extend in the areas that they have a gift for. In planning for assessment, the teacher should look at skills across a wide curriculum and not linked specifically to just one outcome (Welsh Government, 2017).
According to the Welsh Government (2014) there are many varied methods in current operations to tracking and monitor children’s progress and there is frustration amongst practitioners at the general uncertainty surrounding assessment. The introduction of the more formal Literacy and Numeracy Framework (2013) and also other subsequent tests that are conducted in Year Two might have gone some way towards allaying these fears. These tests, however, were felt by some to be contradictory to the principles of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2014) and also supported by The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) who note it moves away from the key Foundation Phase philosophies. The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) however, continue to state that when the Foundation Phase was implemented successfully the tests were considered as a positive, and seen as an effective tool to assess children. The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014) also felt that when the tests were carried out at the end of the Foundation Phase or at the beginning of KS2 they did not interfere with the pedagogy and principles within the Foundation Phase. Interestingly, 85% of parents and careers stated they were pleased that their child had taken a reading and numeracy test (Welsh Government, 2014). 
Siraj-Blatchford et al (2006) reported that practitioners felt that the curriculum had become more supportive of children’s learning as it was child centred and grounded on a play based pedagogy with an emphasis on ‘learning by doing’ – encouraging children to explore in their own unique way the problems to be solved and ideas to be explored within the four areas of learning. No two children are the same and therefore the fundamental ideology of the Foundation Phase to bring to fore the unique child was to be applauded. Roberts-Holmes (2017) notes that moving away from any assessment based on Malaguzzi’s culturally rich image of the child and replacing assessment with observing children in a curriculum where they can become critical, imaginative and self-motivated thinkers, was the way to encourage and recognise the unique qualities of every child. The Foundation Phase has gone some way towards this where not only children’s intelligence is developed but also their social, cultural and wellbeing personas are given an opportunity to be nurtured (Welsh Government, 2015). However, Roberts-Holmes (2017) writes that no allowance was made for the child’s month of birth when they had to complete the baseline assessment in the first six weeks of school life and evidence shows that there is a huge development difference between a child born on the 1st of September and a child in the same year group but born the following August 31st. One teacher stated that they had children crying and saying they couldn’t read when asked to read parts of the assessment (Roberts-Holmes, 2017). Rather than celebrating the strengths of the child  this undermines their confidence and would have a negative effect on their wellbeing and view on school, therefore presenting a barrier to developing the unique child. Following this baseline assessment however, the Foundation Phase curriculum includes a ‘stage’ not ‘age’ emphasis (Taylor et al,  2014). This refers to the stage of development of a child rather than where they are expected to be at a ‘level’ of their development by a particular age. Within the Foundation Phase educational attainment is not necessarily the focus by the age of seven but more emphasis is placed on the child’s social and emotional wellbeing and therefore at the centre of the foundation phase is the ‘personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity’- providing the basis of improved skills and academic achievement when they are older. There are further developments in Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) regarding this as he aims for the new national curriculum to be about a continuum in the child’s education and not focused on phases and key stages. The new national curriculum also highlights the unique child and how the staff can ensure that progression steps are points of reference that provide a journey for each unique child to progress in their education as opposed to generic goals of performance depending on meeting targets at a certain age/stage. 
The BBC (2014) recognised that the Foundation Phase was one of ‘the jewels in the crown’ of the Welsh Governments education policies and if the child is to continue through education using the philosophies of the Foundation Phase, as is Donaldson’s intention, then the Welsh Government (2014) recognises that the attitudes of Year 3 teachers towards the Foundation Phase, time spent working with the Foundation Phase, and training opportunities in assessment and monitoring will have an impact on successful Key Stage 2 transition. In the Welsh Government (2014) report two thirds of Year 3 teachers recognised the Foundation Phase to be a good thing and for the positive attitude to be maintained Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) recognises that these teachers require considerable training and enough time for teachers to fully prepare and familiarise themselves with the foundation phase principles of assessment, monitoring and the unique child. 




Question 3- Outdoor Play

As schools are currently closed due to the Covid-19 virus outbreak, many children will be encouraged by parents to play outdoors in their gardens to enjoy fresh air and freedom. Burt (2016) states that outdoor play improves 92% of children’s health and wellbeing. Why, therefore, isn’t outdoor play used more often during their school day? Finland highlights the importance of promoting children’s health and wellbeing as it underpins their entire term of the early years (Butler, 2016). A study lead by Nursery World (2018) in understanding outdoor play in Finland discovered that children displayed copious amounts of joy whilst playing outside. The children learnt through their own play outdoors whilst simultaneously, developing at their own pace. The researchers observed child-initiated play that also included children talking to each other, being fully absorbed in their play and largely unaware of the adults present (Nursery World, 2018); evidence, therefore, of independent learning taking place.
Even though Finland already understand the importance of outdoor play, the Education Minister of that country announced the intention to increase physical activity to 3 hours per day. To meet this recommendation, they would encourage more outdoor play and physical activity in all Finish schools (Burt, 2016). However, in research undertaken by Monitoring of Engagement with Natural Environment (MENE) (2016) they noted that during 2013-2015 only eight per cent of school age children in the United Kingdom explored and used outdoor areas within their schools. A study by Kings College London (2011) noted that many teachers in the UK did not feel confident taking children outdoors and didn’t understand nor appreciate the values of outdoor play. However, teachers must understand that outdoor play is not a subject or just a theme, it is a form of teaching. Outdoor space in school grounds or local areas can be of benefit daily to enhance education and learning throughout the curriculum - for example, a mathematical lesson could take place by looking at shapes in the outdoor areas and examining how many sides different leaves have or examining the ‘circles’ found in nature (Burt, 2016). Knight (2017) writes that even the small spaces can be utilised and of benefit to learning through experience - allowing outdoor play to take place within all school settings. 

Outdoor play encourages the development of the ‘whole child’ in key areas such as motivation, self- confidence and increasing concentration levels whilst also enhancing language and communication skills (Knight, 2017). Certain children who struggle with learning in a more confined classroom environment excel when learning in the outdoors as they are less restricted and have more control of and independence towards their own learning and discovery (Knight, 2017). James and Williams (2017) explain that hands-on experiences outdoors with nature allows children who have different learning abilities or behavioural difficulties opportunity to experience a sense of accomplishment. The RSPB (2012) researched and found that outdoor play positively affected 30% of children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) compared to urban outdoor activities and learning in the indoor environment. Therefore, when teachers are working with children outside of the classroom environment, they are able to perceive and observe them from a different perspective (Knight, 2017). 
Public Health Wales (2016) classifies playing outdoors as one of the 10 steps towards a healthy weight for children as they note that children and toddlers who are given the opportunities to play outside every day are more likely to be a healthy weight. It is also encouraged by the Department of Health (2011) that children under the age of five and who are able to walk unaided should be physically active daily for roughly three hours and minimise the time spent inactive. As obesity is currently a major concern for Wales with one in eight reception aged children being obese, there has never been a more important time to understand the importance of outdoor play not just for the child’s development but for their health and wellbeing (Public Health Wales Observatory, 2019). Play Wales (2016) note that children gain more physical exercise during regular informal play rather than in weekly sports activities for example climbing allows children to develop their strength as well as coordination and balance. This is supported by the RSPB (2012) who note that nature and outdoor play is a key motivating influence for exercise and that being outdoors is the most influential means to encourage physical activity especially in Foundation Phase children. The Well-being of Futures Generations Act (2015) encourages schools and practitioners to consider and help prevent current problems such as poverty, health, inequalities and also climate change. This Act hopes that children will engage with nature and the outdoors from a young age allowing them to foster a loving respectful and caring relationship with nature and the outdoors, and if they gain this relationship with nature through play then this is advantageous in developing a holistic approach to the child’s development as they are having fun, learning how to interact with their peers, learning to have an appreciating of nature, whilst gathering the fundamentals of education (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2020).  
The RSPB (2012) noted that 92% of Welsh people thought that it was vital that children have daily outdoor experiences. Although, Knight (2017) notes that several parents have been reluctant to allow children to explore and have freedom outside due to the fears relating to ‘stranger-danger’ and possible lack of outdoor space. Therefore, it is crucial that educational settings are able to offer nourishing and play based opportunities for children during the school day that are safe and educational (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2020).  
It would be such a positive outcome of this current ‘lockdown’ situation where the school environment is not available to children and parents are expected to ensure that their children have at least 1 hour of outdoor exercise per day, that good habits of outdoor play – albeit in the garden setting – are fostered and last beyond our world resuming the ‘norm’. The onus is definitely on teachers, parents and all adults in the role of guardianship ‘to provide them with the knowledge they need today to preserve the natural world for tomorrow’(RSPB, 2017).  
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