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The Foundation Phase since its inception and later rollout has been encountered with equal levels of praise and critique. Welsh Government continues its commitment to the Foundation Phase within recent policy development including Education in Wales: Our national mission (Welsh Government, 2017). In order to fully understand the positives of the Foundation Phase and the difficulties with implementation of curriculum reform it is necessary to understand the climate and processes under which this must be undertaken. This article will focus on two distinct challenges within the Foundation Phase that potentially contribute to the ‘Laissez Faire’ approach to pedagogy and implementation outlined above. Firstly the nature of governance of education in Wales and the ability of Welsh Government to dictate and monitor implementation of the Foundation Phase Pedagogy, and secondly the perceived ‘vagueness’ and lack of pedagogical approach definition of the Foundation Phase documentation itself.
When looking at the UK overall the UK education scores relatively well in international benchmarking such as the 2012 ‘Starting Well’ early education rankings from the Economist Intelligent Unit and more recently scoring 15th out of 72 Countries in the overall PISA rankings in 2015. However, when focussing on Wales itself within the UK breakdown, Wales’ score is the lowest scoring country in Science, English and Mathematics. Of course, it can be argued that the generation of Foundation Phase children are yet to undertake the PISA assessments so the actual impact of the early year’s curriculum in Wales is yet to be seen and the impact of educational reform takes time to be evidenced, this will take place from 2020. Although benchmarks and rankings give some indication of where the effectiveness of the Welsh education system currently sits in an international context’ it does not provide an exploration of the pedagogy and consistency of implementation across the individual Country.
If we consider Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory as a representation of the delivery of the Foundation Phase in Wales (see Figure 1.), the difficulties in guidance and implementation can be broken down into levels of influence on the pedagogy that occurs in practice. This mirrors the recommendations and requirements for educational reform across all layers of implementation, from good policy documentation to individual attitudes and training at practice level (Mourshed et al., 2010; UNESCO, 2004).

[image: ]
Figure 1. Foundation Phase implementation through Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory
From the macro system level and a general policy perspective, the Foundation Phase has been reviewed firstly in 2014 by Iram Siraj through the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase; then again, as part of Successful Futures Report by Graham Donaldson in 2015; and followed by the OECD Welsh Education Reform Journey: A rapid policy assessment report in 2017. The overall viewpoint on the Foundation Phase curriculum as a whole is positive and highlighted as a strength within the Welsh Education System at a policy and philosophical level. Indeed the Graham Donaldson report identifies the Foundation Phase as one of the ‘best things’ (p15) of Welsh Education and a ‘very real strength’ (p19) on which to build the new curriculum, although areas of development and improvement have been suggested to support effective delivery for both teachers, practitioners and children’s learning (Donaldson, 2015).
However, the very nature of Welsh Governance creates difficulties for rollout of generic implementation across Wales, and rightly so in some respects. Although a relatively small Country the variation in need and requirements across Wales is extensive, evidence from the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation Indicators highlights this. To accommodate these differences, currently in Wales Welsh Government devolves delivery of new initiatives and in this case curriculum delivery to the varying Local Authorities across Wales (the exosystem layer outlined in the diagram above). Thus limiting the involvement of Welsh Government in the specific aspects of curriculum delivery as a ‘guiding hand’. Although this ‘guiding hand’ can wield some power as a funder of this delivery, little can be done to ensure specific aspects of practice are consistently implemented at a setting or school level. 
Complexities of governance has led to recent Local Authority specific guidance for the delivery and implementation of the Foundation Phase, although this guidance is limited to statements such as ‘sufficient high quality’ and quantifiable guidance including adult to child ratio’s and number of hours. As a result, there is little specific guidance for Foundation Phase leaders at a Local Authority level above the initial brief pedagogy descriptions from the revised curriculum documentation, nor is there a definition of what ‘high quality’ is, this is left to Local Authorities and the inspectorate bodies of ESTYN and CIW to determine. Within Local Authorities, delivery of the Foundation Phase varies, particularly before the compulsory school age of five. This means that at a mesosystem level (see diagram) the delivery of the Foundation Phase can be from a wide variety of provision including schools and private settings, childminders, day nurseries, maintained and non-maintained sectors. This then has implications for the qualification level, experience, role and perception and understanding of the underpinning pedagogy of the practitioners delivering the Foundation Phase curriculum. It is at this point that the second challenge of the ‘vagueness’ and lack of definition of the Foundation Phase pedagogical approach has a significant impact.
Indeed one of the recommendations from Successful Futures is that ‘sound pedagogy will be an integral part of the successful implementation of the review’s proposals on curriculum and assessment’ (Donaldson, 2015: 73). However, according to exploratory research for the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015), as little as ten percent of the initial pilot rollout of the Foundation Phase and approximately only twenty-five percent of all provision across Wales were implementing the curriculum well. 
There are a number of incidences of the potential poor implementation of the Foundation Phase through vague policy direction at a macrosystem Welsh Government level. The links to a play based, active learning pedagogy within the Foundation Phase draw influence from the approaches from Reggio Emilia founded on child centred and relationship based learning prompt the vision of a fluid, non-prescriptive learning environment where practitioners respond to a child’s interests. In contrast, the stages and outcomes set out in the Foundation Phase curriculum suggest the opposite, where children are expected to demonstrate and achieve expected ‘norms’ of development; and adults to provide and record specific opportunities for children to exhibit these ‘norms’. The juxtaposition of these opposing perspectives coupled with a lack of clarification of how this is to be achieved in practice within the macrosystem layer, cascades extreme variations in interpretation and delivery at a microsystem and individual level.
In addition to leaving the responsibility of balancing these two conflicting viewpoints to practitioners to determine, the definition of play is notoriously ambiguous. The Welsh Government definition of play poses difficulty when considering how to meet the accountability and developmental outcomes through the medium of play in practice. The Welsh Government defined play as
“Play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward, and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development – not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live”     (Welsh Government, 2014: 14).
The limited definitions and guidelines from Welsh Government place the responsibility for determining these details on the varying Local Authorities and individual organisations implementing and delivering the Foundation Phase whilst trying to deliver on both aspects. These inconsistencies in guidance may stem from divisions in ministerial responsibility for the education and care sectors at a macrosystem level, particularly when the Foundation Phase is delivered by the non-maintained sector who must follow both policy directions (Macdonald, 2018). 
The message to ‘reclaim play as the foundation of their pedagogy’ (Riek et al., 2014:1) has been highlighted across academic research and within approaches to early childhood more substantially in recent years and the difficulties balancing ‘play’ as it currently stands within school curriculums with individual perceptions of play. Recommendations from Play England include promoting the general understanding, awareness and attitude towards the importance of and value placed on children’s play within both education and society more general. Variations in practice highlighted by Bilton and Waters (2017) reinforce the inconsistency of delivery of the play-based pedagogy within the Foundation Phase curriculum. Structural quality in policy and guidance is needed to support consistency of delivery across settings and support practitioners to balance the conflicting demands of play-based child centred approach with the structured assessment and pedagogy demanded by the curriculum. The Foundation Phase Framework itself states that 
	‘There must be a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those directed by Practitioners.’ (WG, 2015:6). However, the exact role of the adult is unclear and often conflicting leaving the particulars to practitioner understanding of pedagogy and delivery open to interpretation.
The answer to this is a difficult one, the varying nature of the structures below the Welsh Government macrosystem make a uniform delivery system impractical. Instead, further definition of what is meant by ‘play’ and what ‘high quality’ expectations are would enable the development of systems and professional learning to support the consistency of Foundation Phase pedagogy from an individual level up. The Foundation Phase action plan has identified pedagogic principles that were noticeably absent from previous Foundation Phase documentation and take inspiration from the recommendations set out in the Foundation Phase reviews. These principles coupled with changes to professional learning through new National Approach to Professional Learning and the Childcare, Play and Early Years Workforce Plan will allow a move away from a ‘laissez-faire’ approach providing practitioners with confidence in their own understanding and policy requirements to deliver effective Foundation Phase provision.
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