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The Foundation Phase and Early Years Curricula.
Task 1
In Wales, the statutory curriculum for children between the ages of 3 to 7 is the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). In 2004 the Foundation Phase curriculum was piloted in Wales and introduced to nursery age children in 2008, the roll out of the curriculum was introduced into the remaining year groups each coming year and was completely introduced to the entire Foundation Phase children aged 3 to 7 by 2011 (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). The purpose of the Foundation Phase curriculum is to promote the holistic development of children (Welsh Government, 2015). With importance emphasized on practical learning, with activities offering them real life, problem solving tasks that encourage children’s imagination and creative learning (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). The Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) believe in the importance of providing children with rich hands-on learning experiences across the seven areas of learning.
The Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) believes that there should be a balance between child-led and adult directed activities daily with a strong emphasis on the outdoor learning environment being as important as the indoor environment. Children in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) should have opportunities for daily experiential learning activities, where teachers are to provide opportunities for children to construct their own learning and adults take on a supervisory role, scaffolding their learning by interacting with children to extend their thoughts and enrich the child experience as supported by Vygotsky’s (Murphy et al. 2015) zone of proximal development.
The Foundation Phase curriculum (Welsh Gov, 2015) believed that children learnt best through hands on experiential learning, using play as the facilitator. Play requires focused attention, attention to detail and perseverance, as stated in the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Gov, 2015). Many theorists wrote about the benefit of experiential learning such as Dewey, Piaget and Kolb (Cherry, 2020) Kolb believed that experiential learning was holistic approach to learning where experiences, environmental factors, cognition and emotions influence learning (Cherry, 2020). Play is not only crucial to the way children become self-aware and the way in which they learn the rules of social behaviour, but also fundamental to intellectual development (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012). While Unicef (2018) states that studies showed that cognitive development is stimulated through play in preschool aged children. There is ample evidence to support that play build cognitive process, aiding learning and can have beneficial effect on complex mental health issues (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012). However, there also needs to be caution when linking cognitive function to play, as this could result is instumentalising play. (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012, Lester and Russell, 2008). While play does help to acquire certain skills, it should not be only a tool for learning, children find play joyful and children have a right to play regardless of the positive learning outcomes, and this should be recognised as it’s primary function (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012, Lester and Russell, 2008).

The Welsh Government introduced the Foundation Phase as a reform, changing the approach on how education was being delivered to children 3 to 7 years of age. It hoped to implement a developmentally appropriate curriculum which complemented children’s individual needs and interests. The Foundation phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) was focused on experiential learning and aimed to offer ample opportunities for children to obtain firsthand experiences through play and allow for active participation in their learning over sedentary work, completing work in exercise books (National Assembly for Wales, no date). With Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, no date) clearly stating that children have a right to play it was clearly an important factor to consider while implementing the Foundation Phase. Holistic development is at the heart of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) with personal and social development, cultural diversity and well-being being of high importance that should be developed across the curriculum (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). 
The Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) was introduced due to concerns of the formal nature of early years education did not promote children’s creativity, natural curiosity and their love of learning (Aasen and Waters, 2006). The purpose of the implementation of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) was to move away from formal, competency-based learning and teaching in early education, allowing children to become more active in their learning, allowing opportunities to explore, ask questions and be active participants in their learning (Thomas and Lewis, 2016, Welsh Government, 2014). The Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2014, Welsh Gov, 2015) should meet the needs of each child through developmental, experiential and active learning, through carefully planned engaging activities where children can experiment with ideas, explore creative solutions, and imagination to take risks, make decisions and solve problems individually as well as in small or large groups (Welsh Gov, 2014). 
The Welsh Government (2014) were determined to provide high quality early years provisions for children between 3 to 7 years of age. The implementation of the Foundation Phase was a major reform, with significant funding with the Welsh Government (National Assembly for Wales, no date) providing a grant of twenty-five million pounds in the 2008/2009 Budget for the roll out of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) from that September. The new direction and emphasis on implementing the Foundation Phase framework (Welsh Gov, 2015) for children age 3 to 7 in Wales allowed for higher adult to child staffing ratios, which included 1:8 in early years settings and reception class, and 1:15 adult child ration in Years 1 and 2. Additional resources were needed to develop settings outdoor learning environment, new universal training modules, all funded non-maintained settings would get 10% qualified teacher support,  with training and support officers in each local authority and a carefully planned roll out of the Foundation Phase across Wales (Welsh Gov, 2014).

A vital argument for the implementation of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) was due to concerns that formal approaches to teaching and learning in the initial years of schooling were not resulting in the best possible outcomes for children. It was argued that introducing formal learning before pupils were ready could result in some children underachieving and subsequently attaining lower standards (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2018). With concerns that this would cause issues when teaching children to read and write, that making children read and write before they are ready to do so can have a negative effect which could result in children losing confidence and their love of learning (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2018). 
The Foundation Phase drew inspiration from international curriculum on their delivery of early years education such as the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zeland, Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy and Scandinavia (Welsh Gov, 2015, Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2018) Te Whariki (Lee et al, 2013) believe cultural, social, physical, emotional and cognitive development are interwoven, stating that learning and development are to be integrated through open-ended play and exploration. 
The Foundation Phase implements a constructivist theory to learning which is supported by Piaget’s (Smith et al. 2010) work which states that children are not passive recipients of knowledge but active learners. Where they build on their previous experience to understand what they are learning, Piaget believed in a child centered approach where the child will guide their own learning. However, as the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Gov, 2015) states that there should be a balance between child-led and adult-led activities this would then support Vygotsky’s theory on the zone of proximal development that adults should be present to scaffold children’s learning by supporting their development through collaborative and cooperative social interactions allowing children to learn and further their development from the support of the more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 1978). While the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) has taken inspiration from these international curriculums it does, however, differ in three keyways. Firstly, it still requires children to meet certain outcomes particularly in literacy and numeracy by certain ages. Also, the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) does not completely remove formal teaching and opting to have a balance between the two. Finally, the role of parents in the Foundation Phase is viewed as requiring intervention instead of viewing parents and families as aids of the curriculum and learning experience (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2018).  These differences could be a result of the Welsh Government’s emphasis on raising standards and performance management of schools. The Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) offers to attempt to unite a child centered approach to learning in a standard driven education system (Rees and Taylor, 2015). 
The implementation of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) has not been without challenges. The Welsh Government (2014) commissioned an independent evaluation to observe how well the Foundation phase was being implemented, to view the impact it has had in schools and settings and to see if any improvements could be made. The evaluation was conducted over three years using a range of methods at both a national and local scale. Some of the key findings were that the Foundation Phase practices varies significantly across classes, year groups, areas of learning and schools. It was discovered that first-hand, practical pedagogies were observed frequently, however, as they climbed up the year groups it was discovered other Foundation Phase pedagogies were seen less often such as outdoor learning, physical activity, child choice and continuous provision (Waldron et al. 2014). It was discovered that child choice, continuous and enhanced provision alongside outdoor learning were observed the least, with only moderate physical activity, exploration and variety in learning zones were seen. 
It was also noted that staff attitude towards the Foundation Phase and adult child ratios could partly explain this variety in practice from class to class and different schools. In some school where the Foundation Phase was correctly implemented it was being delivered consistently across the relevant year groups. However, during other case studies some school’s delivery of the Foundation Phase would be considerably different throughout the relevant year groups (Welsh Gov, 2014).
During the independent evaluation it was also discovered that only 57% of teachers made a considerable effort to involve the children into their planning process. With a further one fifth making some effort to include children in their planning while the remainder made little to no effort to include children in their planning. Overall, it appeared that adult-led provision was observed more frequently that child-led provision (Welsh Gov, 2014). 
Donaldson (2015) review the current curriculum in Wales and while there were positive things discovered about the Foundation Phase, teachers had noted that they would like to have more power to make teaching decisions within the curriculum and voiced that assessment arrangements were not working well enough to support children’s learning. Whereas children and young people conveyed their opinions that the curriculum was already out of date, especially regarding technology and digital skills. There needed to be a more life skill focus in the new curriculum and opportunities to build personal confidence, improve basic and work skills, a greater importance on health and well-being. With learning being a fun, engaging experience, not only learning that can help pass assessments (Welsh Gov, no date). Therefore, the curriculum for Wales was crafted and Wales are now in another educational reform. Donaldson (2015) stated that the new curriculum should have four purposes that will aid children to become ethical informed citizens, ambitious and capable learners, creative contributors and finally healthy and confident individuals. 



Task 2

Throughout education children will be assessed by their educational practitioner, these assessments have a pivotal role in ensuring that each child’s individual needs are supported and challenged correctly (Smith et al. 2010, Louis, 2021). Through assessments practitioners can gather information that will create a clear picture what the child is able to do and what aspects they might require additional support. Through assessments practitioners can create a holistic picture of the child over time and asses their progress (Louis, 2021). Observations and assessments allow teachers and practitioners to evaluate children’s emotional needs, to discover their current interests, and view their strengths. Observations and assessments allow us to understanding ways that children learn, and in what area’s do children need support to further their development. This can then help practitioners tailor certain ideas and activities, to best support the individual child (Louis, 2021). 
Practitioners need to create a stimulating learning environment for their pupils that will promote their individual holistic development (Smith et al. 2010). Assessment is an insightful way to track progression, while also highlighting any form of developmental delay allowing for the correct support to be available for that child (Smith et al. 2010). 
While conducting assessments, it is the adult’s role to do so accurately and sensitively. During assessment and observations practitioners must be mindful that occasionally it might not be appropriate to assess or observe children, for example a practitioner might have planned to assess an individual child and that day the child might be feeling agitated and upset and would decide that to undertake an assessment at this time would not be appropriate and would not allow practitioners to have a true reading of what that child can do (Smith et al, 2010). While engaged in play children can provide practitioners with rich evidence for assessments. Through play children can provide important insights into their individuality, to witness how they interact with their peers, discover their interests and levels of concentration (Kelly, 2016, Smith et al. 2010). During play children are actively involved in their learning, children can test out their own ideas and create their own conclusions (Famly, 2020). Objectivity while conducting assessments is also important, it is important to not to have bias interfere with your observations. Practitioners should remain objective while conducting assessments to ensure accurate readings (Writer, 2020). Practitioners should follow a framework to their assessments to ensure that results are collected fairly. Ensuring that practitioners are objective while assessing also stops any bias due to preconceived notions about the child. Objective information gathered during assessments can provide practitioners with a baseline that can be used to track development in the future (Writer, 2020).
In education, specific assessment frameworks are used to follow to measure children’s development (Smith et al. 2010). On entry to the Foundation Phase, teachers are to conduct on entry assessment to obtain a baseline assessment (Welsh Gov, 2011) within the first six weeks of children entering. The baseline assessment provides teachers with a holistic view of the child by assessing six developmental area these areas facilitate the journey between child development and learning outcomes in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2011, Welsh Gov, 2015). Child Development Assessment Profile (CDAP) was also introduced but within a year it was no longer statutory due to a review by Professor Iram Siraj-Blatchford (Andrews, 2012) for the education minister of Education and skills at that time, Leighton Andrews AM. It was found that the Child Development Assessment Profile was time-consuming, too detailed, it was discovered that the Child Development Assessment Profile was not useful for tracking further progress in pupils, it was also revealed that the CDAP did not have clear links to the Foundation Phase Outcomes with the focus not clearly defined (Taylor et al. 2015, Andrews, 2012). 
The purpose of the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Gov, 2017) is to support assessments of children’s learning and development during their time in the Foundation Phase. The Foundation Phase Profile allows for a consistent baseline assessment which coordinate with the end of the Foundation Phase outcomes. By using observations and assessments the Foundation Phase profile aids practitioners to provide a curriculum for the children that is developmentally holistic (Welsh Gov, 2017). The Foundation Phase Profile was designed to support assessments that are conducted by health professionals that also support early identification or developmental delay, additional learning needs or special education needs these assessments will ensure that support is given to children who will benefit from it. Information gathered in these assessments provides insightful information for all parties of children’s learning and development, information gathered will aid transitions between schools and settings (Welsh Gov, 2017). The Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Gov, 2017) is structured by using two skill set ladders across four areas of learning, the profile includes a select number of skill ladders that are used to create the baseline then a full profile to support the end of phase assessment. Along with supporting summative assessment at the statutory point, the Foundation Phase Profile is a nationally consistent method for scoring progress data and the end of Foundation Phase outcomes (Welsh Gov, 2017). The profile structure covers children’s progress from 6 to 84 months and introduces three early steps within the outcomes these are Bronze, Silver and Gold (Welsh Gov, 2017). Maintaining partnerships with parents is an important part of the Foundation Phase pedagogy (Welsh Gov, 2015, Welsh Gov, 2017). The Foundation Phase profile also supports communication with parents, ensuring that practitioners can gather a wide range of information to provide judgements on children’s current stage in their learning and development (Welsh Gov, 2017).
According to the evaluation of the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al. 2015) some nursery practitioners had noted that observations and assessments were more formal since the implementation of the Foundation Phase. Donaldson (2015) wrote during his independent review of the curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales that evidence was gathered that methods of assessment throughout school were not consistent. He found that National reading and Numeracy tests us their results as standardised scores, the Foundation Phase assess using outcomes, Key Stage 2 and 3 use levels while they asses, while Key Stage 4 measure attainment using a grading system. Some assessments requirements are needed at the end of a key stage or phase, others are annual, while key stage 4 have no statutory assessment arrangements, but schools are still required to assess to provide progress reports to children’s parent’s (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson (2015) wrote that Wales needs to establish a consistent and coherent approach to assessment.
Donaldson’s (2015) review prompted the Welsh Government to begin a new educational reform by implemented changes to introduce the Curriculum for Wales in 2022 (Hwb, no date). The Curriculum for Wales states that progression should be a continuation of learning throughout the four purposes and that learners should be actively involved in the process. In the curriculum for Wales (Hwb, no date) the curriculum, pedagogy and assessments are parts of an integrated whole. Throughout the curriculum, progression steps relate broadly to expectations at the ages of 5, 8, 11, 14 and 16. Progression steps should be used at reference points, to record each child’s progress in their learning and not use universal expectations of what is believed they should be achieving at fixed points. During the Curriculum of Wales (Hwb, no date) outcomes of achievement are not to be used directly for assessments but should be used for class and school level curriculum design, development and planning and to support practitioners in understanding ways to promote children’s learning and development (Hwb, no date). 

Progression based assessment which are to be implemented from the Donaldson (2015) review of the Foundation Phase and assessments in Wales, will benefit each child’s individuality. As stated in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015) “Children acquire and develop skills at different rates and must be allowed to develop at their own unique, individual pace.” (Welsh Gov, 2015). Outcome based assessment in the Early Years that children must attain certain abilities by the end of each year does not allow for children to develop at their own unique and individual pace (Early years matters, no date). Afterall, each school and setting are different, each child is their own unique person, and no two schools should have the exact same curriculum (Hwb, no date). The Early Years Foundation Stage in England (Department of Education, 2017) that each child is unique, constantly learning that can be capable, resilient, confident and self-assured.
Curriculums across the world differ, Te Whariki in New Zeland believe that teaching and learning is to be individualised for each of their children (Ministry of Education, 2017). They state that children are confident and competent communicators and learners, who are healthy in mind body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and confident knowing that they are a valued contribution to society (Ministry of Education, 2017). Te Whariki use assessment to discover what children can do, their interest and how their learning is progressing, to identify what is their next step and to identify areas that might need additional support (Department of Education, 2017, Te Whariki, no date). Formal assessment in Te Whariki that strengthens learning are either documented or in the moment (Te Whariki, no date). Kaiako will use the knowledge from assessment to adapt their teaching to make it more effective and enhance curriculum implementation, the assessment practices will reflect their Te Whariki principles and consider the whole child and whole curriculum (Department of Education, 2017, Te Whariki, no date). In Te Whariki (Department of Education, 2017) learning stories are used for assessments. This narrative form of assessment follows a formative sequence of noticing, recognizing, responding, and revisiting valued learning. In Te Whariki (Department of Education, 2017), a learning story is a record taken by a practitioner, or parent of what they have observed a child doing in an early education setting. Learning stories can vary in length from a paragraph to a page or longer. Usually, they are focus on a specific incident, but can also be a snapshot of a specific child’s activities over a specific amount of time (Te Whariki, no date). It can also focus on a group activity, whereas the learning story will focus on a task that the children did together or a visit outside of the session attended by all children. The practitioner will ad their interpretation of children’s competencies and their dispositions to learning, for example curiosity, courage and perseverance. The learning story will them be created by the assessor and highlight what this child can do, instead of focusing on what they cannot. Practitioners will take photos or video evidence to include with the written learning story and this will be shared with the child and their family (Alexander, no date). 
A portfolio will be created for the learning stories that includes written stories, comments and reflections from the child their family and practitioners along with images and any video evidence. Te Whariki (Alexander, no date) believe that learning stories are suitable for children of all ages, however, they are more complicated as children grow and develop their skills. Learning stories can be viewed later to help future planning and develop children’s skills. However, while learning stories are praised for collecting examples of children’s activities some believe that it may not be the best way of assessing child development over time. Like all assessments, they rely on the adults conducting the observations to remain objective. And without using another for of child assessment, learning stories can only over a small view into that child’s learning (Alexander, no date). The amount of development a learning story can cover will depends on how often they are conducted and the amount of time each observation. Some believe that learning stories are not written often enough to give an accurate record of child development. As there a little official guideline of how often learning stories should be documented and which area to focus their attention on, they might not always give a clear accurate insight (Alexander, no date). 
The Curriculum for Wales state that assessment is a fundamental part of the curriculum and is integral to the learning process (Hwb, no date). The principles of progression in the curriculum for Wales are supported by detailed guidance on the progression within each area of learning. This guidance allows teachers to know what it means for the pupil to progress the continuum of learning and offer reference areas for the pace of progression. Headteachers are to use the assessment guidance as a basis for learning and professional discussion in their settings. The headteachers and governing bodies will have the responsibility of implementing assessment guidance in their own school. The key principles of the assessment framework of the Curriculum for Wales (Hwb, no date) is to support learners throughout their progression from 3 to 16, for there to be engagement between pupil, practitioners and families, this is essential for progression and pupil well-being. New assessment frameworks are to promote learning across the whole curriculum and to use a wide variety of assessment approaches to build a holistic picture of each learner’s development. The Curriculum for Wales (Hwb, no date) revised changes place the child at the center of assessment, and they are supported to become active participants in their own learning.






Task 3 

Let’s get outdoors – the importance of the outdoor learning environment in the Early Years setting.
During my time as an Early Years practitioner, I have enjoyed seeing the pure joy on children’s faces while they run free in the outdoor environment. However, I have observed how most of the time children do spend outside it mostly designated to break times. The Foundation Phase framework (2015) clearly states that the Foundation Phase environment should promote independence, discovery and exploration with a greater emphasis on using outdoor environment. However, it was stated in the evaluation of the Foundation Phase (Davies et al. 2013, Taylor et al. 2015) that 75% of practitioners used the outdoor learning environment at least two to three times a week, with only 34% of practitioners using the outdoor learning environment daily. It was also stated that children were more likely to be observed outdoor with a non-teaching practitioner, even alone, instead of being in the presence of the class teacher. It was recorded that of the 410 individual child observations outdoors, 51% were accompanied with non-teaching practitioners, 32% were outdoors without adult support, while only 17% were with a teacher (Taylor et al. 2015). Do these figures suggest the value that teachers place in the outdoor environment? 
Estyn (2011) stated that settings do make adequate use of the outdoor environment to develop children’s knowledge and understanding of the world, well-being and physical development. However, Estyn (2011) also state that the outdoor environment is not developed enough to support other areas of learning such as creativity, language development and ICT. It was also stated by Estyn (2011) that teachers tend to assess children’s learning indoors more often that in the outdoor environment, which means that important milestones are missed and would suggest that learning outdoors in not deemed as important and learning indoors. Which asks the question, why is learning in bricks and mortar deemed of greater substance than building dens in the grand forest, or investigating the inhabitants of the local rock pools? 
Donaldson (2015) wrote that children need to develop wider skills in preparation for life, skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, creativity and innovation learning, all skills that are supported by an efficient outdoor environment.
Froebel (Tovey, 2017) was the founder of the kindergarten, he believed in the significance of outdoor play in child development. Frobel (Tovey, 2017) believed that through play children construct their understanding of the world by having direct experience with it. Piaget’s (Smith et al. 2010) cognitive development theory stated that children learn through hands on experiential play, also supported by Kolb (Smith et al. 2010). Donaldson (2015) wrote that schools should develop children’s life skills, enhance their confidence, boost their well-being, these outcomes in children can be achieved by exposing children to risk in a safe outdoor environment. The Foundation Phase framework (2015) also agrees that children should be exposed to risk during play to promote their development. Children enjoy risky play, they are naturally drawn to push the boundaries, introducing risk during play should be beneficial to child development (Lavrysen et al. 2017). 
The Foundation Phase outdoor learning handbook (Welsh Gov, 2009) state that Wales leads the United Kingdom in learning in the outdoor environment and the Foundation Phase will ensure that children are enriched in experiential learning, with outdoor learning being a vital component. Inspiration from international early years curricula such as, Reggio Emilia, Te Whariki and Scandinavia were used when crafting the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015). It was believed that formal curriculums and formal teaching in children before the age of 6 and 7 can lead to lower standards of attainments later in education (Welsh Gov, 2013). Inspiration from these international curricula lead to the reform and introduction of play based, experiential learning for children from 3 to 7 years old. A child centered approach was desired to boost children’s well-being, with a balance between adult led and child led learning activities in stimulating environments indoors and outdoors (Welsh Gov, 2013). Being in the outdoors has endless benefits to children, allowing children to move around freely, engage in play in a larger scale engaging in hands on experience with the natural environment (Maynard et al, 2013). Mirrahimi et al (2011) wrote that children gain experience positive effects in their academic achievements and promotes their social-emotional development. If this is the case, why is this not being correctly implemented equally throughout each school in the country? 
Could the blustery British weather be off-putting to practitioners? To take further inspiration from our neighbours, a Norwegian saying states, “There is no bad weather, only bad clothes!” (Healy, 2016). A stance our Early Years practitioners could all adopt.
The Foundation Phase Evaluation (Davies et al. 2013, Taylor et al. 2015) found that the outdoor environment was rarely used as an extension of the classroom, with practitioner’s stating that outdoor opportunities will be weather dependent. The Foundation Phase Evaluation (Davies et al. 2013, Taylor et al. 2015) does indicate inconsistencies while implementing the Foundation Phase, even throughout different year groups in the same settings. I believe to overcome this, Foundation Phase staff should all undertake training to ensure that all practitioners are all armed with the same information, stating the benefits and the importance of the outdoor learning environment to the children’s development. In hopes that teaching in the outdoor environment will be viewed as essential and mandatory, not optional to personal feelings.
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