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‘The Foundation Phase has led to a ‘laissez faire’ approach to early years pedagogy in Wales’.  Critically consider this statement and provide a written response in the form of an 1800 word article intended for a practice audience.  











Gareth Evans, Director of Education Policy at Yr Athrofa: Institute of Education, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, responds to the suggestion that the Foundation Phase has led to a ‘laissez faire’ approach to early years pedagogy in Wales…


[bookmark: _GoBack]Former First Minister of Wales Rhodri Morgan once hailed the Foundation Phase as his proudest achievement in government (Evans, 2015). But despite the late politician’s adoration for the policy, the Foundation Phase has divided opinion. This is none more prevalent than in Professor Iram Siraj’s independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2014), which uncovered wide variety in implementation both within and between schools.							Siraj (ibid) noted that in some schools in Wales, teaching assistants were not well supported or involved in the implementation of the Foundation Phase and that support staff would benefit from professional development opportunities. An earlier report published in 2007 (Siraj-Blatchford et al, p.56) would support that view, noting that ‘some staff were not always gainfully and appropriately deployed’. Others have made more sweeping observations, with some warning that the policy should not by itself be considered a silver bullet to redressing the nation’s well-documented educational struggles (Evans, 2015a).							Siraj-Blatchford and colleagues (2007) also gave rise to the suggestion that the Foundation Phase had led to a ‘laissez faire’ approach to early years pedagogy in Wales. To consider the significance of this particular statement, one first has to determine what is meant by laissez faire.
Defined by the Cambridge Dictionary (2018, Online) as ‘the idea that people should be free to choose how to do things, without too much control from someone in authority’, laissez faire could be construed in this context as a form of liberation. The notion that teachers should be given the freedom to do as they see fit, without unnecessary red tape and bureaucracy, will doubtless make perfect sense to many in the profession. 							I tend instead to prefer the definition presented by Oxford Living Dictionaries (2018, Online), which describes laissez faire as ‘a policy or attitude of letting things take their own course, without interfering’. This description, more than the first, appears to align more naturally with the Foundation Phase philosophy that ‘children learn through first-hand experiential activities’ with practitioners assuming a more facilitatory role (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.4). However, the Foundation Phase also requires that ‘there must be a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those directed by practitioners’ (ibid, p.6), which suggests an ‘interference’ is in fact necessary. The origins of the Foundation Phase, and the thinking behind its introduction, provide useful context in this respect.					Designed to meet the developmental needs of all children, the Foundation Phase was based on the concept of ‘learning through play’ and was a product of world-leading Scandinavian countries (Maynard et al, 2013, p.10). Its curriculum emphasises opportunities to explore the world, learning by doing, understanding how things work and finding different ways to solve problems (OECD, 2014) and involves play-based approaches to develop children’s thinking. It combined what was called early years education (for three to five-year-olds) and Key Stage 1 (five to seven-year-olds) of the national curriculum and sought to reduce inequalities in social and educational outcomes by focusing on the formative stages of a child’s development (ibid). 		Children were given time to develop their speaking, listening, reading and writing skills in more relaxed environments and schools would require investment in new buildings, outdoor facilities and equipment (ibid). A radical overhaul of early years education in Wales would not, therefore, come cheap and schools had to recruit extra staff for the newly prescribed pupil-teacher ratios (of 1:8 for children aged three to five and 1:15 for those aged five to seven). Indeed, it could be argued that Wales’ high proportion of support staff (which accounted for roughly 44% of the total school workforce in Wales in 2013) was an unintended consequence of the policy’s introduction (Evans, 2015).											The Foundation Phase was developed following the identification of a number of shortcomings in Key Stage 1 (Taylor et al, 2014), and there was an underlying concern that an overly formal approach to early years education for children below the age of six could have a negative impact (Waters, 2015). Indeed, a report penned by the National Assembly for Wales’ Education and Lifelong Learning Committee (2001) found that starting formal education at an early age was in fact detrimental to the development of the child. Members were therefore keen that any new curriculum reflected in particular its first principle ‘that the foundation for future learning should be provided through an appropriate developmental curriculum that is in harmony with the child’s particular needs and interests’ (ibid, p.16). As such, the Welsh Assembly Government (2008a, p.4) made clear that play/active learning should be an essential part of the early years curriculum and that ‘this approach should be an entitlement for all 3 to 7-year-olds in the Foundation Phase’. This would, however, require a significant change in culture and, it could be argued, a more laissez faire pedagogy. 
The political motivation for such a marked divergence from Key Stage 1 should not be overlooked, either. Rhodri Morgan’s penchant for ‘clear red water’ and a distinctiveness between the Welsh and UK governments meant ministers were given licence to plough their own furrow as a result of devolution (Evans, 2015, p.12). Jane Davidson, Wales’ longest-serving Education Minister, wrote in her introduction to the seminal Learning Country (National Assembly for Wales, 2001a, p.2) that while Wales shares key strategic goals with colleagues in England, ‘we often need to take a different route to achieve them’. Davidson’s foray into an alternative early years curriculum can be considered both pioneering and bold, yet with unprecedented change would come risk. This risk was, perhaps, most acute in relation to pedagogical practice and the new approaches to teaching and learning required of school staff.	
That the Foundation Phase has led to a laissez faire approach is, however, open to debate. Indeed, it could be argued that the more relaxed, play-based philosophy underpinning the Foundation Phase predates the policy and was already a feature of early years pedagogy prior to its introduction, on a statutory basis, in 2008. Take, for example, Bernstein’s (1975) detailed evaluation of productive and less productive play, and the Rumbold report of 1990 (Department of Education and Science, p.7), in which purposeful play was considered ‘an essential and rich part of the learning process’. More recently, one only has to look at materials published in England to support the Foundation Stage, and their endorsement of a play-based, informal curriculum that was responsive to the developmental, social and physical needs of children aged three to six (Rogers and Evans, 2007). It may be that the Foundation Phase has simply served to reinforce pedagogic principles which existed already, and made more explicit the expectation that practitioners working in early years education advocate a more experimental approach to teaching and learning (Evans, 2015b).										There are, in my view, both positive and negative connotations associated with the expression laissez faire. To some, the suggestion that the Foundation Phase has led to a laissez faire approach to early years pedagogy in Wales would be considered a good thing. For example, it could be perceived that a more relaxed approach in an environment conducive to play-based teaching and learning, would better serve the full range of pupil needs and give teaching staff more autonomy to do what they consider to be best for their own learners. Similarly, such freedom would likely be welcomed by the teaching profession, as it reapportions power to those operating at a classroom-level and better entrusts practitioners to interpret the Foundation Phase for their own means and to suit their own contexts. What is more, working on the assumption that play is natural and innate (Rogers and Lapping, 2012), we should perhaps be grateful for the opportunity to release young children to enjoy their formative years as they wish, without the suffocation of uniformity.
	Conversely, the public perception of a laissez faire approach to teaching and learning through a distinctly westernised lens could be considered inappropriate (and would likely jar with some aspects of Eastern culture, where contrasting social norms are at play). Depending on their interpretation of laissez faire, parents could, with fair reason, worry that Foundation Phase teachers do not have sufficient enough oversight of their children’s day-to-day education, and that the freedom to ‘let things take their own course’ could in fact have an adverse effect (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2018, Online). After all, teachers have a duty of care and professional responsibility to their pupils that could be called into question should they assume more of a watching brief. What would happen, for example, if a child came to harm or fell significantly behind in their development as a result of them having more autonomy and a greater say over their chosen activity? The tension between allowing a child to do what they want, and ensuring they are safe and on track, is extremely relevant here.							Ultimately, when a person or an organisation is accountable for something, there is an expectation that they will be held responsible for their actions and decisions (Normore, 2004). Teachers and support staff are no different. Furthermore, as recipients of public funding, educators have an obligation to provide value for money, as determined by Wales’ education inspectorate Estyn, and taxpayers, in one way or another, demand a return on their investment. Indeed, reports that some practitioners have misinterpreted what ‘play’ is in the context of early years education will not alleviate the concerns of demanding parents (Wiserd, 2013, p.36). It is likely that similar accusations, relating to accountability and new, more relaxed teacher input, will be leveled against Wales’ new national curriculum.										Successful Futures (2015), Professor Graham Donaldson’s much-lauded curriculum blueprint, champions six ‘Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs)’ as the basis for Wales’ new schools offer, which will underpin all learning from the age of three through to 16. When implemented, Wales’ new curriculum will see key stages scrapped and replaced with ‘progression steps’, which will act as reference points for pupils according to their individual needs. Successful Futures advocates the introduction of three ‘cross-curriculum responsibilities’ – literacy, numeracy and digital competence – that all teachers would be expected to deliver, and liberates schools to suit the needs of their own pupils (Evans, 2015c). This liberation, and the freedom the new curriculum provides schools to test and trial new initiatives (Newton, 2018), is not unlike that promoted through the Foundation Phase. In fact, encouraging appropriate ownership and decision-making by those closest to the teaching and learning process (Donaldson, 2015) is arguably as much a feature of the Foundation Phase as it is Successful Futures.					Donaldson’s vision is for a period of statutory schooling that can be seen as a coherent and progressive whole. Bitesize chunks of rote learning, blanket uniformity and narrow subject areas with specific outcomes will soon be a thing of the past (Evans, 2018). The Foundation Phase offers an insight into this transformation. It is also worth noting the similarity between the new curriculum’s AoLEs and the ‘Areas of Learning’ outlining statutory learning requirements in the Foundation Phase. The latter were, of course, adopted in Wales long before the inception of Successful Futures (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a). In some respects, the Foundation Phase can be considered the precursor to Successful Futures, at least during the earlier stages of education, with each curricula open to interpretation and based firmly around the notion of subsidiarity. It may be, therefore, that Successful Futures has to fend off criticism of its own laissez faire approach to pedagogy in years to come.									
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