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In recent years early years education has been subjected to policy reform and changes in pedagogy approach as a result from longitudinal studies and policy review. (Taylor, Joshi and Wright 2014)
Taylor et al (2016) suggests that the foundation phase framework is represents a radical flagship of change and reform in education policy by Welsh Government following devolution in 1999 facilitating a change from the more formal competency approach associated with the National curriculum.
Furthermore, Wincott (2006) suggest that policy change resulted from collaboration from Welsh MP’s and child centred advocacy organisations in Wales. However, Taylor et al (2016) suggests that the need to reform early years education in both Wales and England were a result of the persistent underachievement of primary school aged children 20% over several years.
There is a growing amount of evidence that suggest access to high quality early years care and education help support better outcomes for individuals in later life. Benefits highlighted include health and well-being, reduction in poverty, academic attainment, social integration, and mobility. Research suggests that opportunities to engage in language rich learning environments through developmentally appropriate provision and social interaction within the early years reduce the risk of disadvantaged children failing behind and reaching their full potential.( OECD 2014, Heckman 2006, Arnold and Doctoroff 2003) 
Taylor et al (2014) suggest that longitudinal research studies within the UK such as The Learning country: The Foundation Phase: 3 to 7 years( NAfW 2003) have made significant impact in identifying shortcoming within the National Curriculum Key Stage 1 and understanding the impact of the quality of early years provision and identifying the influence of family background, social status and behaviour within the early years and long-term outcomes, resulting in the development of educational policies to address the inequalities in early childhood. (Kieran and Mensah 2011, Field 2010)
Taylor et al (2016) suggest that the within wales the newly devolved Welsh Government prioritised childcare and education resulting in the development of Flying Start programmes aimed at families with children under the age of four years old living in the most deprived areas of Wales.
Wincott (2006) suggest that the introduction of Foundation Phase was the most distinct and innovative in comparison to all the other countries within the UK. This is supported by Maynard et al (2013) that the ambitious aims of the Foundation Phase are vast and that the underpinning design of the framework is a socio-cultural pedagogy. The Foundation Phase incorporates a greater emphasis on play-based learning in comparison to the previous KS1 National Curriculum. 
Taylor et al (2016) suggest whilst the introduction of the Foundation Phase was a new statutory curriculum for 3- 7-year-old, the aims of the Foundation Phase raise standards of achievement within the early years' education, develop and enhance positive attitudes to learning. Welsh Gov (2015) set out the aims of the Foundation Phase to provide experimental learning through first-hand experience, encompassing the development needs of the individual child. Through play children are supported by knowledgeable practitioners to develop skills and knowledge through explorative play activating and consolidating prior knowledge.(Vygotsky.   , Bandurra.   ) 
Furthermore, The Foundation Phase places the child at the centre fostering positive partnerships with care givers promoting diversity and equal opportunity supporting the holistic development of the child through all areas of learning. The Foundation Phase places greater emphasis on the use of the outdoor environment promoting discover and independence. (Welsh Gov 2015).
In 2004- 2005 the pilot stage of the Foundation Phase was established to support policy makers design and develop the Foundation Phase Framework. The curriculum was introduced initially to pilot schools selected by each local authority and then rolled out to remaining primary schools in Wales over the next four years, at each stage the starting only with children attending nursery or reception consequently the staged introduction meant that it was only in 2011- 2012 that all children aged 3- 7 years were in the Foundation Phase. (Taylor et al 2014)
Taylor et al (2014) highlights that firstly despite the potential of the staged roll out of the Foundation Phase across Wales, there are limitation to the potential for evaluative purposes due to a limited record of how the pilot stage was developed and supported the further development of the Foundation Phase Policy, supported by Siraj- Blatchford et al (2007) and Maynard et al (2013) who suggest that pilot schools were neither randomly or systematically selected but volunteered by local authorities this process varied considerable between authorities.
Secondly Siraj- Blatchford et al (2007) suggests that effective implementation of the Foundation Phase varies considerable between schools and particularly within funded non-maintained setting due to practitioner's lack of understanding and training of the underpinning values of the Foundation Phase. Blatchford et al (2005) identified that within pilot schools there was a need for clearer guidance on areas of learning, this is supported by Maynard et al (2013) stating that the initial evaluation of the Foundation Phase pilot failed to address concerns raised over the terminology used in guidance materials as the same concerns were evident six years later. 
Within the ‘An independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales’ (Welsh Gov 2014) identifies recommendations which relate to the requirement of training support for all levels of staff within the Foundation Phase. Hopkins (2013) suggests that training opportunities support the development of the quality of provision rather than focusing on structural changes facilitating individual achievement and holistic development and success. Targeted training and tailored support required to meet the requirements of setting and the individuals.

However, Rhys, Waldron and Taylor (2014) identified that although practitioners welcomed training and support to facilitate their practice and found it beneficial in delivering the Foundation Phase, Research by Taylor et al (2016) identifies that greater level of training among staff was required as within one case study only half of teaching staff and 30% of additional support staff had been able to access all eight training modules.
Thirdly Davies et al (2013) suggest that monitoring and evaluating the impact of the Foundation Phase is difficult due to the lack of on entry assessment of children prior to attending Foundation Phase setting. Without a measurable assessment of the individual's ability on entry to the Foundation Phase it is difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of the curriculum in educational attainment. Another challenge is that due to lack of a comparable measure of achievement between the Foundation Phase and KS1 National Curriculum it is difficult to compare the achievement of individuals (Taylor et al 2014, Jerrim and Vignoles 2013).

The Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov 2015) incorporates greater involvement of active learning through play, placing a stronger emphasis on outdoor learning similarly to the pedagogical approaches of international early years programmes such as Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki. (Maynard et al 2013) However Taylor et al (2016) suggest that the Foundation Phase Framework varies from these international comparisons as even through it places play based learning experiences as central to teaching and encouraging developmentally appropriate provision there remains a strong influence on requirement to achieve key skills or outcomes by a specific age, particularly in literacy and numeracy. Taylor et al (2016) state that during consultation period concerns were raised introducing formal learning too soon particularly in relation to reading and writing could be counterproductive resulting children losing confidence and lower standards of attainment. Tension between pedagogical approach versus outcomes point to difficulties within the Foundation Phase Framework.
Taylor et al (2016) argues that this has result in practitioners being reluctant to fully embrace the Foundation Phase due to contradictions in theory underpinning the Foundation Phase and the Literacy and Numeracy Framework. Although Rees and Taylor (2015) argue that the foundation phase offers a unique opportunity to bridge the gap between a child centred approach within a standard driven education system. However, Welsh Gov (2014) identified that the current detailed statutory curriculum the Literacy and Numeracy Framework in relation to Years 1 and 2 have not changed significantly from the previous outcomes of KS1 (Maynard et al 2012).
Hansen (2010) research suggest that children attending Foundation Phase setting during the pilot scheme period resulted in a negative impact on word reading ability on average a delay of one and a month in children aged between 5 – 7 years.
Taylor et al (2016) further suggest that the LNF does not define what is ‘appropriate’ clearly by focusing on the learner's ability to apply skills they have learnt to complete tasks appropriate for their stage of development links to developmentally appropriate practice. However, the introduction of the national literacy and numeracy assessments for 5-7 years reinforces uncertainty within practitioners, as pupils are provided with an age adjusted score reinforces the expectation that learners as young as 5 years old are expected to achieve age related outcomes rather than their stage of development.
In comparison in New Zealand through the  Te Whariki pedagogical approach children do not undertake tests or formal assessments. Their progress is recorded in profile books which is made up from examples of their work and summaries of what they are learning. The record is available to parents and used to transition into full education. (Govt.NZ 2021)
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	The importance and long-term benefit of play in the early years has long been established. Play is ever present in childhood supporting children to make healthy brain connections from birth. To support healthy social development children, require responsive care givers and practitioners. Play offers unique opportunity to gain knowledge, change attitudes, learn behaviour and skills, building and activating prior knowledge. Through play children learn about their environment home, school, and wider world. (Whitebread et al 2017)
The introduction of the Foundation Phase placed play at the heart of the curriculum encouraging the serious business of play to be facilitate the holistic development of the individual across all areas of learning. Through self-directed play children can express their interest, learn through first-hand experience, take risks, develop resilience, problem solve, experiment, make decisions. (Welsh Gov 2015, UNCRC No date)
Welsh Gov (2008) suggest that all practitioners working with children within the early years require an understanding of child development and the needs of children. Through careful observation practitioners can record individual development, areas of interest and levels of engagement and enjoyment. By observing and recording children while they are engaged in activities, supports the practitioner to gain a true reflection of the individual's development and skills, practitioners can plan an appropriate curriculum tailored to the individual need.
Welsh Gov (2008) highlights that the use of observation and assessment supports practitioners to identify the individuals' strengths and areas of weakness across all areas of learning. To plan a graduated response to support individuals achieve next steps in their learning and identify children whose progress requires additional support.
The use of assessment is beneficial in supporting practitioners to be reflective and identify and evaluate areas of strength within the curriculum and provision. Reflective practitioners can draw upon previous knowledge and experience analysing practice with the aim developing and improving to better inform future practice raising standards and quality of provision.( Pacey 2016)
Welsh Gov (2020) state that assessment is intrinsic part of the curriculum with the purpose of supporting every learner. Assessment requires effective partnership between practitioners and learner.
Furthermore, Welsh Gov (2020) state that assessment should not be used to make a one of judgement of achievement of a learner against a set age or point in time against set criteria.
However, Welsh Gov (2019) state that is statutory requirement for all children to be assessed on entry to the Foundation Phase at age 3 years nursey education or 5 years when a child enters compulsory education practitioners carry out assessments within six weeks of entry to create a baseline assessment. Practitioners are required to record observation across the six areas of learning, the purpose being to build a baseline assessment of the whole child. (Welsh Gov 2015)
The Foundation Stage Profile has been designed to support and provide continuation of assessments made by health professionals and supports the early identification of additional needs. Practitioners are required to assess children using the compact profile assessing skills and recording development against age related skill ladders across the four areas of learning. Skill ladders were chosen to provide a wide range of evidence across areas of learning rather than testing skills which supports the Foundation Phase pedagogy supporting practitioners to understand learners' individual interests as well as level of development (Welsh Gov 2015).
However, it is not compulsory for schools to use the compact profile for summative assessment at the end of Foundation Phase for transition into Key Stage 2. Schools are advised to continue to use a best fit approach using results from profile to inform their judgements (Welsh Gov 2019)
In 2015 Welsh Government published an independent review of Wales curriculum and assessment process. Welsh Government accepted all of the recommendation outlined in Donaldson report ‘Successful Futures’ (Welsh Gov 2015) the review suggest that the Foundation Phase is one of the best things of Welsh Education and identified it as a real strength to build a new curriculum. However, to build on its success recommendation include that schools should be doing more than just sharing knowledge. Donalson (2015) suggest reforms to give practitioners greater agency in the design and delivery of the curriculum authentic to locality, values and culture. This is representative move towards greater emphasis on teacher development of skill to observe, analyse and support pupil progression.
Welsh Gov (2020) suggest that progression is fundamental part of school curriculum and to deliver equity for learner in Wales there needs to be a shared understanding of expectations and pace at which learners progress. Understanding should be developed through professional learning both within schools and nationally to provide standardisation across the curriculum.
Welsh Gov (2014) highlighted that many schools and non-maintained setting have developed their own process for transferring information for transition, however it was identified a need for a continuous assessment tool to support smooth transition between schools. The New Curriculum for Wales aims to support summative reporting at key transition points supported by evidence and discussions involving practitioners.(Welsh Gov 2018)
Furthermore, Welsh Gov (2018) suggest that current assessment arrangements are confusing, and that simple assessment process will support learners to be involved and take greater responsibility for their own learning and that it should not depend on tests at national level which fail to reflect the curriculum.
Successful Futures (Welsh Gov 2015) recommend a continuum of learning that flows from 3 to 16 years and beyond as central to Curriculum for Wales. It provides clear direction for schools outlines key principles and purpose of assessment for effective learner progression.
Welsh Gov (2020) describes the New Curriculum for Wales through principles of progression through four purposes. These will become statutory requirements further supporting progression through descriptions of learning which provide guidance within each statement of what matters as the learner progresses through the continuum of learning. These are arranged in progressive steps written from the learners' perspective, they are designed as stand-alone tasks but rather as assessments criteria that can be achieved over several years. As a result, progression step are only broadly related to age unlike the skills ladders with the Foundation Phase Profile.

Element 3 Blog

What is the benefit of Sustained Shared Thinking in a Play based Curriculum?

Brodi (2019) suggests that sustained shared thinking is when two individuals work together to explore and problem solve, both parties contribute to the thinking as it develops and extends. The adult does not present information for the child to learn but joins in the discovery as information flows through the partnership. Thinking can be practical or theoretical the thinking is extended through deeper levels to ensure the interaction is memorable for the child.
“You can just see that lightbulb moment children get when they discover something new, that feeling of ‘Oh wow, now I see why that happens’. That is so exciting as a practitioner, when a child’s face lights up because they’ve made a new connection. For me Sustained Shared Thinking underpins all that, the learning, the role of play, the role of teaching – it draws it all together.” (Brodi 2019)
Tovey (2009) suggests that Frobel recognised the value of adventurous play, by looking at the benefits of challenging activities rather than the risks. Frobel argued that children who experience risk in their play are safer than those who had been protected from them. 
Brodi (2019) suggests that these types of physical activities can be further supported through engaging in sustained shared thinking rather than removing risky play by having discussions encourage learner to problem solve identifying hazards and consequences. 
Welsh Gov (2015) The Foundation Phase Framework places Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity centrally to the curriculum. Children are supported to learn about themselves developing self-esteem and relationships with others. Practitioners support learners to develop a positive attitude to different beliefs and views. Sustained shared thinking can be used as a powerful tool to develop self-esteem and respect for other cultures. Practitioners can support social interactions between children through modelling their thoughts sharing their understanding with learners, by listening to children and valuing their points of view practitioners support the development of self-confidence encouraging learners to develop a sense of agency becoming ethically informed citizens (Welsh Gov 2015)
Research suggest that successful sustained shared thinking occurs when adults show interest in conversation led by the child, body language is positive, and the conversation develops without pressure for children to find the right answer ( Nutbrown 2011,Ford 2009)
Tovey (2009) suggest that Froebelian approach is flexible and responsive to children's interest and play patterns. The use of the outdoors encourages children's curiosity and sense of adventure. Practitioners that attune to children's interest can have a powerful nurturing effect on individuals. The use of sustained shared thinking in the outdoor environment supports a sense of awe and wonder in learners. Robson and Rowe (2012) suggest that children who are aware of their own thinking and feeling can reflect on learning, developing self-regulation.

There are many theories on how children develop their own thinking skills, Piaget (.  ) theory believed through exploration children initiated self discovery whereas Vygotsky (1978) believed the role of the adult was to scaffold a childs using the zone of proximal development to take learning to the next level. Practitioners play a key role in understanding the level of learning for each individual child and  through sustained shared thinking support children to move their thinking onto the next level (Purdon, 2014). Planning activities and relevant experience can enhance a childs potential in increase capacity for learning (Siraj-Blachford and Manni, 2004). The REPPEY project research included 400 hours of observations of 14 early years setting, results concluded open questions, were associated with better cognitive achievement as they offer children the opportunity to process ideas and concepts forming in their mind (Siraj-Blachford and Manni, 2004). 
 
Tailoring a setting to provoke thought process to a child can also be engaging in Sustained Shared Thinking, a setting that offers enabling environments offer opportunity to experience activities that offer thought processes (SureStart, 2008).
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