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Foundation Phase and Early years curricula. 
Section 1.
The Foundation phase was first introduced in Wales in September 2010. Welsh Government (2015a; 2018a) and Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) state that the Foundation Phase is a statutory curriculum for 3- to 7-year-olds replacing the previous Key stage 1 which provides a developmentally appropriate curriculum with a greater emphasis being placed upon experimentation, first-hand experience and play. The Foundation phase places children at the centre of the curriculum, encouraging them to have fun, be imaginative and creative. The Foundation phase has drawn inspiration from education systems in Scandinavia, New Zealand (Te Whariki) and Reggio Emilla in Northern Italy (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016).  McInnes et al. (2011:1) consider play to be fundamental to early years development and education.
This paper will now focus on the role of the adult in supporting children’s play and their understanding the pedagogy of play and how it supports and enhances a child’s development, the paper will look at the accessibility of practitioner training to help support this understanding.
 The Welsh Government (2018b) recognised that children learn more effectively through the power of play, play can support a child’s cognitive, physical, social and emotional development. Research carried out by Lai et al. (2018) suggested that children between the ages of 4 and 6 benefitted most from learning through play, particularly when looking at cognitive development.  Welsh Assembly Government (2008a) explain that play and active learning allows children to develop their skills holistically across all areas of learning. Therefore, the Foundation phase was built upon the principle that learning through play is an essential part of the curriculum. This is supported by Waters (2016) who suggests that children use play as a vehicle to practice and consolidate their learning, expanding on this by stating that the foundation phase affords children the opportunity to experiment and take risks, thus allowing them to build their confidence and self-esteem. This style of learning was also researched by Montessori and Piaget who suggested that children learn through exploration and experimentation, stating that when children have the opportunities to learn first-hand, the knowledge and experience they gain is more memorable (Garhart Mooney, 2013). 
 According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008a:8) play should be structured and well planned, with the purpose of being engaging and stimulating, The Rumbold Report (1990) cited in Welsh Assembly Government (2008b:5) states that when play is fun it increases a child’s understanding, language competence, creativity and allows them opportunities to explore and investigate and affords them the time to draw their own conclusions on how things work. Play allows children to develop these skills which are transferable across all 7 areas of learning (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a:8). For child development within play to reach its full potential McInnes et al. (2013) suggest that it is important to look at the role of adult and how adult presence can affect a child’s perception of play, explaining that a child is less likely to see an activity as play when an adult is involved. McInnes et al (2013:5; 2011:3) also suggests that many Practitioners are not comfortable with joining in with play and child-led activities favouring work-based activities.  However, Johnson, Christie and Wardle (2005) cited in McInnes (2013:5) state that practitioner involvement has increased but the quality of this involvement is questionable, with practitioners concerned more with managing and observing rather than supporting and scaffolding a child’s development.  McInnes et al. (2011:3) expand on this by suggesting that research into effective pedagogy shows that effective settings use a combination of child-led and adult led activities. Frobel (1906) cited in Crowley (2014:2) suggests that play comes from within a child but learning opportunities can be developed and extended through adult guidance and the provision of appropriate materials. Furthermore, Crowley (2014:228) suggests that the effective pedagogic interactions between adult and child involved the use of open questions and sustained shared thinking. 
In order for staff to effectively support children’s play they should have a sound understanding of how play helps a child’s development and learning.  According to the Independent stocktake review, Welsh Government (2014a:5:23) report a lack of understanding around play and suggest that all staff should partake in continued professional development training which is underpinned by theory and research. The Department of Education (2018a) report that 91% of teachers have reported barriers to accessing continued professional development, due to lack of time, cost and a lack of good quality training available. However, the report indicates inequalities found in the training available and accessibility to all staff (Welsh Government, 2014a:38).  Staff should be confident in reflecting upon their own practice and interpreting the curriculum to suit the needs of the child. (Welsh Government, 2014a:22).  Reports from Siraj et al. (2005) suggest that when early years staff have a sound understanding of child development and pedagogy it results in a higher quality provision for children.  However, McInnes et al. (2011:12) indicates a vast difference between practitioners of play and its relationship to learning which directly impacts their pedagogic interactions with children. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) suggest that often Teachers are spending all of their time on direct learning with children, leaving the less qualified practitioners left to scaffold the more continuous play based, experiential learning. McInnes et al. (2011:5) emphasises the need for practitioners to co-construct play activities with children affording children the opportunities for more choice and control, when this is achieved children are more likely to see a wider range of activities as play.
Overall, Welsh Government (2014a:50) suggests that Foundation phase has worked very well within Nursery and Reception, with many Nursery teachers noting little change to what they were already implementing.  However, Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2014) explain that the first hand, practical and play based pedagogies that were frequently seen in the early year’s classrooms were seen less often in years 1 and 2, suggesting that many schools had reinstated more formal sessions for numeracy and literacy to ensure that children were prepared for the reading and numeracy assessments at the end of year 2. Department of Education (2017) expands by suggesting that after the transition from Reception to year 1 the play-based pedagogy moves from the proximal position to a peripheral position.
However, Stixrud and Johnson (2018) suggest that this could be due to children being more developmentally ready to learn from age 6 to 7. This is further supported by Professor Donald Christie, cited in BBC News (2016) who agrees that many children are not ready to learn at age 4 and a half when they first enter full time education and that by postponing academic learning until age 7 this will allow children to mature and become ready to learn. Vygotsky (1978) cited in Whitebread et al. (2017) suggests that child led play allows children to control their own activity and set themselves appropriate challenges, creating their own zone of proximal development, so it could therefore be argued that you may see less “play” as children who feel ready are opting to partake in more of the class challenges. 
Nicholson (2018) reports that research shows many practitioners raised concerns over how to maintain a play-based pedagogy whilst covering all aspects of the curriculum, with many practitioners feeling torn between delivering the curriculum and wanting to maintain the play-based learning that children are used to, explaining that they understand the benefits and do believe it can accelerate learning. With Department of Education (2017) suggesting many practitioners use play as an incentive to get the work done rather than a pedagogical approach. Welsh Assembly Government 2008b:41) explain that resources and activities need to be developmentally appropriate to enable children to consolidate existing learning and promote the acquisition of new skills, knowledge and understanding.  Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2014:5) suggest that training and guidance on how practitioners can use foundation phase pedagogies within year 1 and 2 to create more sophisticated play opportunities which can help aid practitioners in maintaining play-based learning and still raising the outcomes in children’s literacy and numeracy skills.  Moreover, Welsh Government (2014a:38) suggest that when staff are trained well with a sound understanding of child development and pedagogy it will result in a higher quality provision for all.
However, Sandberg et al (2007:317) cited in Nutkins, McDonald and Stephen (2013:329) suggests that Continued Professional Development can have a radical impact on practice, stating that staff in Sweden and Other Scandinavian Countries take part in the latest Educational research on Children’s learning and development, which helps to influence their views and attitudes. The Department of Education (2013:26:27) carried out research to compare international childcare systems, finding that Finland and the Netherlands had a higher staff to child ratio, relatively higher levels of regulation compared to other European countries and higher levels of staff training requirements.  However, the findings suggest that the United Kingdom received the highest score for training and qualifications for staff, although the Independent Stocktake review carried out by Professor Imram Siraj (Welsh Government, 2014a:4) suggests that this training needs to be fit for purpose for the targeted audience paying attention to how Foundation phase sits with other policy directions such as National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (Welsh Government, 2013). Moreover, suggesting that areas of training to support and develop the understanding of how children learn and develop need to be strengthened. 
Looking at the education system in Finland which according to World Economic Forum (2019) is considered one of the best education systems in the world, children do not start compulsory school until age 7 (BBC News, 2016) Tinna Majoniemi cited in The Guardian (2016) believes that children are not ready to start school before that and should be afforded the time to play, be creative and physically active. According to The Guardian (2016) and Education Finland (no date) during the early year’s emphasis should be placed on play, discovery, collaboration and learning to take responsibility for own actions, as well as the promotion of health and well-being.  This is supported by Finnish Educational expert Pasi Sahlberg cited in The Guardian (2016) who states that the main goal of Kindergarten in Finland is to ensure children are happy and responsible individuals rather than focussing on preparing children for school academically.
Research carried out by professor Whitebread (Whitebread, 2012) suggests that practitioners in Denmark, Germany and Sweden believe children are provided with ample opportunities to play. Whereas Countries such as Italy, France, Uk and Spain do not feel that this is the case, suggesting that play is reduced in order to provide more time for learning, as many practitioners still cannot see the link between play and learning.
There is also a strong emphasis placed on building strong relationships between the parent/carer and educator which is essential for the child’s well-being. This is supported by Bronfenbrenner who recognised the importance of building good relationships between the family and educators, suggesting that forging these positive relationships is essential in creating a balance for a child’s development and learning, stating that when there is effective communication between a child’s micro system it will create a positive environment for the child to thrive (Benjemin, 2015).  Both of these aspects are supported by the theories of John Dewey who stated that Education is a part of life, suggesting practitioners should support what the child need to know in the moment rather than preparing them for the future.  He also suggested that it was the role of the school to deepen and extend the values of home, stating that practitioners should be sensitive to the values and cultures of the families and community (Garhart Mooney, 2013).
The Finnish Government support and assist parents to stay at home and care for their child up until age 3 if that is what the parent’s wish or they can choose to send their child to Early Childhood Education Centres, family day care or clubs and playground activities, all of which are heavily subsidized by the government (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2021; World Economic Forum, 2021). It could therefore be suggested that due the children having strong attachment with care givers they are more likely to learn and explore their surroundings. This is supported by Maslow’s hierarchy of needs where he suggests that for children to be able to progress and learn and go on to reach their full protentional they need to have all of their basic needs fulfilled (Education library.org, 2020). Nutkinkins, McDonald and Stephen (2013:104) discuss that in Scandinavian countries Social inequalities are less prevalent with society on an even keel, this reduction on inequality can directly impact upon attainment. Education, health and well-being.
Professor Donaldson in Successful futures (2015b:19) states that the foundation phase has many strengths not least the pedagogy which underpins it.  However, during the review of the curriculum, it was established that the Curriculum did need updating to keep up with the demands of the 21st century. Donaldson (2015:19) suggests the need to build upon these current strengths when developing the new curriculum. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) Discuss that when implementing a new curriculum there is a need to ensure that all staff within the profession are trained regarding the curriculum and the pedagogical methods with Welsh Government (2014a:5:23) Siraj reports that during the implementation of the Foundation phase there were many inconsistences with training suggesting that those who had sufficient training on the pedagogies delivered a higher standard of education.  Welsh Government (2019:35) has recognised the need to involve all School staff in the National Professional Learning INSET days to prepare for the New Curriculum 2022.  Kirsty Williams cited in Welsh Government (2019:4) recognises that to raise standards and deliver an Education system to be proud of, there is a need to create a high-quality workforce who are engaged and committed to continuous learning.  Welsh Government (2021a) have set out an Implementation plan called the Journey to 2022, the purpose of which is to create a common strategic plan outline how the new curriculum will affect practice, setting out a framework allowing schools to work toward same goals and clarifying the roles and responsibilities to support schools in making this vision a reality.













Section 2. 
During a child’s journey through Foundation phase, they will have their learning continually assessed during their day-to-day activities. All assessment and observation information will be held within the child’s individual Foundation phase profile. The purpose of this profile is to monitor and record each child’s learning and development. (Welsh Government 2017: Welsh Government 2018). The Foundation Phase profile (2017) states that the main purpose of this profile is to follow how a child progresses through a nationally consistent baseline. Which then aligns with the end of phase outcomes. Welsh Government (2018) suggest that practitioners use the information collected from these observations and formative assessments to plan a curriculum that is developmentally appropriate.
One benefit to carrying out these assessments is that it may help in the early identification of any developmental delays, ensuring that support is given as early as possible. NI Direct (no date) expand by suggesting that if it is felt that a child is not developing as they are expected to then the school is able to make a referral to the Local Education Authority for more in-depth assessments to be carried out. It may also help as a tool for any transitions between settings as it gives the new schools an overview of how the child is developing (Welsh Government, 2018). The foundation phase profile travels with the child throughout school, it is this information and the assessment evidence that enable teachers to understand and support each child’s needs, making for a smoother transition ensuring that children are working at the same pace and level to which they are familiar (Parent zone Scotland 2021; Welsh Government 2021b). 
A baseline assessment is carried out on children within the first 6 weeks of Reception, this assessment is intended to be observational and unobtrusive. However, Lobley (2019) suggests that it is unfair to assign a label to a child over a 20-minute assessment that will continue with them throughout their time in school, also stating that the tests are carried out in English and would be harder for those children with English as an additional language. The baseline is designed to be inclusive and is suitable for pupils with Special educational needs and English as an additional language. According to the Standards and Testing Agency (2020) and Lobley (2019) the purpose of these baseline assessments is to provide on entry assessments of pupil attainment which is to be used to measure progress up until the end of year 6, with the assessment information held centrally over the course of a child’s primary education to measure how far the child has progressed and therefore to see how well the school is performing. It is not intended to measure the performance within Early years or to hold practitioners accountable. These assessments should be carried out by the class teacher or the teaching assistant.  However, Welsh Government (2014a:35) suggest that the staff responsible for carrying out some of these observations and assessments may not be qualified and knowledgeable enough to carry out such a task.  The introduction of the foundation phase saw a rapid increase in staff.  However, many of the staff employed were less qualified and cheaper than before. 
Welsh Assembly Government (2008) and Neaum (2016) suggest that assessments can be used as a tool establish a learner’s current position and use this information to progress them towards their next stage.  This is supported by Vygotsky’s Zone of proximal development (ZPD). It is suggested by Lui (2012) that in order for teachers to be able to plan an effective curriculum they need to focus on the skills and knowledge that is attainable.  It is through assessments and observations that practitioners are able to track a child’s strengths and weaknesses which help to identify their ZPD. Neaum (2016) also suggests that observation and assessment can assist settings in providing planned and child-initiated learning opportunities that are closely matched to the needs and interests of the child.
At the end of the Foundation phase in year 2 children will also have to complete a national literacy and numeracy test, the outcome of this is meant to support teachers in planning to support the skills development when they progress to key stage 2. However, many practitioners report that these overly formal tests do not fit in with the Foundation phase philosophy, suggesting that these tests were causing many practitioners to revert to a more formal style of teaching in an effort to prepare children for these tests. However, others recognised it to be an ideal time to assess the children’s achievements (Welsh Government, 2014a:26; Welsh Government, 2014b:3). The Guardian (2017) states that these assessments are placing undue pressure on children, resulting in children exhibiting signs of anxiety and mental health issues, with 81% of practitioners admitting feeling concerned about their pupil’s well-being around the time of assessments.
The independent stocktake review (Welsh Government, 2014a:27) also highlights concerns over the end of Foundation Phase tests in year 2.  The concern raised was that children are currently assessed in 3 areas of learning. Language, literacy, communication and mathematics which will highlight academic achievement and personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, highlighting socio-behavioural progress.  The scores from these assessments are combined to make a composite score.  It was broadly felt that keeping these scores separate would prevent spurious comparisons. 
However, during the Successful Futures review carried out by Professor Donaldson (Welsh Government 2015b:3:9) many teachers reported that they felt that the current assessment arrangements were not working well in supporting children. Suggesting that assessments take a simpler format as many practitioners reporting that assessments are confusing.  Professor Donaldson (2015b:9) expresses the intention to involve children in the assessment process, feeling that it would give them a responsibility for their own learning journey, building an online portfolio of work to record achievements, this takes inspiration from the curriculum of Reggio Emilia and Te Whakiri.
Reggio Emilia settings document children’s progress through samples of work, photographs, audio recordings of discussions surrounding the work and reflection rather than carry out formal assessments, this observation and documentation of children’s work is seen as representative of assessments (Neaum, 2016; Learning and teaching Scotland, 2006; Clark, Kjorholt and Moss, 2010) suggest that this documentation can be shared, reflected and evaluated not only by the teachers but by the children themselves and their families, this will allow children to be active participants in their own learning. Cambridge Assessment (no date) states that when children are involved in reflecting upon their own work and build upon and develop their own understanding, this leads to a deeper understanding and allows children the opportunity to take ownership of their own learning. This is further supported to Vygotsky’s ZPD as these discussions can allow teachers to provide guidance and support children to develop an understanding of how they develop through stages. This documentation gives learners a sense of value, that they are listened to and appreciated (Clark, Kjorholt and Moss, 2010) The importance of including families in the observation process is supported by Lopez (2016) as it helps parents to understand the role which they can play in supporting and developing their child’s understanding.  The importance of establishing good links between the school and families is supported by Bronfenbrenner, as cited in Kocayoruk (2016) who suggests that by having a strong partnership within the microsystem is beneficial for behaviour, child development and the child’s attainment.
Finland also carries out narrative assessments, preferring to observe and document children regularly, placing a strong emphasis on non-cognitive skills as they place no goals or targets on literacy and numeracy (OECD, 2016).  Hendrikson (no date) and Kupiainen, Hautamaki and Karajalainen (2009) suggests that Finland’s high PISA scores are due to a lack of high stakes testing. The assessment process is left to the teachers to compose, which is generally through observation and discussions surrounding what they have been studying. The purpose of assessment in Finland is purely to improve learning. OECD (2016) suggest that Finland takes children’s views into account when observing and assessing using narrative assessments to monitor children’s development such as story telling instruments and portfolios to document evidence.  There is also no formal testing carried out in Early years in Finland. OECD (2016) state that a child’s development can evolve quickly, therefore monitoring needs to be ongoing and not at a fixed point as this will help capture how a how a child is developing more accurately.
The purpose of assessments is seen as intrinsic to the New curriculum for Wales, With Professor Donaldson taking inspiration from around the world when looking at how this should be implemented (Welsh Government, 2015b:3). Welsh Government (2020c) states that all information gathered on children from assessments is for schools only and will not be viewed by any external body. Welsh Government (2020c) suggests that these assessments should be used as a method of self-evaluation and to improve planning. Rather than being used to measure a school’s performance. According to Welsh Government (2020c) the key principals of the New Curriculum for Wales are that pupils are at the heart of assessments and are given ample opportunities to become active participants in their own learning journey, that assessments need to be indistinguishable from teaching and learning, to develop an understanding of progression through discussions, and to engage with families regularly to support pupil development and well-being. 
Welsh Government (2018c) suggest that the assessment arrangements within the new curriculum for wales will be built around progression, with each area of learning having its own progression steps. Furthermore, describing progression as a roadmap, understanding that every child’s path will be different and not everyone’s path will be the same. Professor Donaldson cited in Jones and Waters (2018) describes “children’s learning as an expedition with stops, detours and spurts rather than a linear process.”  Understanding that each child’s development is unique to them and there may be many paths that reach the same outcome even though some may arrive quicker than others.  This is supported by Early years matters (2021) who state that every child will reach the stages of development at different times in their own individual ways.
Section 3.
Mental Health and Well-being in Early Years Education.
We would all like our children to be happy, confident and have the resilience to deal with whatever comes their way. However, according to Mental Health Foundation (2021) and The Children’s Society (2021) Children’s well-being is at a 10 year low with mental health problems now affecting 1 in 10 children, this includes depression, anxiety and conduct disorder. The World Health Organisation (2021) state that Health consists of a ‘complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’. This is further supported by the UNCRC Article 24 cited on Unicef (no date) which states that every child has the right to the best possible health. Therefore, the emotional well-being of children should be as important as their physical health.  The Welsh Government (2015a) have addressed the need to develop a society where people’s physical and mental well-being is prioritised and to educate people on how to understand how their choices and behaviours can impact their future health.
This Blog will aim to explore what well-being is and why it is important to embed what this means for young children within the Early years’ curriculum.  The Oxford learners dictionary (2021) describes well-being as general health and happiness a sense of emotional/physical and psychological well-being.  According to Tickell (2011) the first years of a child’s life are where the critical foundations are laid for their future health and well-being, with emphasis placed on strong bonds being formed in these years between the child and carer.  Mental Health Foundation (2016) explain that children who are securely attached to their carer are more able to mange their feelings and behaviours.  However, those who have an insecure attachment may suffer with anxiety and have trouble regulating behaviour and struggle to interact with peers (Kerns and Brumariu, 2015).
Pacy.org (no date) stresses the importance of childcare professionals within Early years settings supporting a child’s health, promoting positive mental health enables children to build resilience and grow into well rounded adults. Young Minds (no date) and the Department for Education (2018) expand on this by stating that schools are central to promoting good emotional well-being and mental health as children spend a large amount of time in the classroom.  Therefore, practitioners are well placed to identify any early changes in behaviour or signs of distress.  Mentally Healthy Schools (no date.a) Suggest that schools can support this by developing children’s social and emotional skills, supporting children to manage and understand their feelings, develop empathy, establish positive relationships, build resilience, and boost self-esteem and confidence. Tickell (2011) states that developing these skills within the early years can have a positive effect on their learning, achievement and economic circumstances in the future. 
Welsh Assembly Government (2008d:4) recognise that well-being is an integral part of the Foundation phase curriculum aiming to introduce the concepts of fairness and justice, encouraging children to consider and respect the feelings of their peers, whilst encouraging perseverance, motivation and developing self-esteem. Recognising that well-being is essential to a child becoming an effective learner. Personal and Social Development, well-being and Cultural Diversity is one of the seven areas of learning listed in the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015a:8) which they state is at the heart of the Foundation Phase and should be embedded and developed across the curriculum. Welsh Government (2015c:9) explain that this area of learning is developed through experiential play both indoors and out, learning about relationships, self-esteem, personal beliefs and morals, they are encouraged to develop an understanding and appreciation for the differing needs, beliefs and abilities of others, as well as supporting children to develop a cultural identity and respect the cultural views of others. 
However, the Curriculum in Wales is due to change is 2022, which will bring in a new approach to how schools support and teach well-being (Mentally Healthy Schools, no date.b). Within the New Curriculum for Wales this area of learning will be known as Health and Well-being, they aim to provide a holistic structure for the for the understanding of health and well-being, the fundamental areas will be physical health and development, mental health, and emotional and social development. Working towards developing an understanding of how the different components are interlinked (Welsh Government, 2020a). As the New Curriculum for Wales encompasses children aged 3 to 16 it allows for the teaching to gradually progress through a learning continuum, aiding transition and allowing for knowledge to be expanded and developed in a naturally flowing and consistent way (Welsh Government, 2020b).
Department of Education (2018:5) recommends if a school suspects that a pupil has a mental health problem, they should use a graduated response of assess, plan, do and review the pupil. There are a number of identification and measuring tools to assess children’s mental health which can be used by schools to support this such as a strengths and weaknesses questionnaire which can be completed by the student, parent or teacher (Mentally healthy schools, no date.c) and Boxall Profile (Nurture Uk, no date) which is an online assessment used by schools to assess children’s social, emotional and behavioural development.  These can be used for early identification, target setting and intervention and to help staff to track and review pupils (Mentally Healthy Schools, no date.c: Nurture Uk, no date).
Clarke and Sorgenfrei cited on Early Intervention Foundation (2021a) stress that school intervention show evidence of improving not only the mental health and well-being of children but also improving resilience and self-esteem as well as having a positive effect on the academic outcomes of the child. Having these interventions take place in the school setting allows children to access support in a familiar and protected setting without the need to be formally referred to specialist support. Early intervention allows the problem to be tackled head on to prevent any problems worsening (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021b). The Department for Education (2018:6) suggests that schools must work effectively with external agencies to quick access to specialist support and treatment.
During Children’s Mental Health Week in February the Prime minister Boris Johnson appointed Dr Alex George as the Mental Health Ambassador with the aim of raising awareness of mental health education and well-being in schools. Gov.uk (2021a) states that Dr Alex will use his huge following on social media to signpost support that is already available as well as sitting on the Mental Health in Education Action Group to help shape policy on improving support in schools, colleges and universities. The Government (2021a) have pledged £79 million to boost the support for mental health for children, with the Local Government Association (2021b) admit that this is a positive step, stating that children’s mental health needs to be at the centre of a holistic approach to health and well-being.
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