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Section 1 

Foundation Phase v Finnish Curriculum system.

· The rationale behind the curricula
· Theoretical underpinning
· The role of play in learning

Foundation Phase

The Foundation Phase is a Welsh Government statutory curriculum, introduced in September 2010 for child three to seven-year-old to make learning more enjoyable, effective, creative, imaginative and have a holistic approach to children’s development. In 1999 when the National Assembly for Wales was established, they took on a responsibility for education in Wales from the UK central government. Their vision was to intentionally build a strong foundation for learning for primary schools with a radical improvement for early years provision. The Foundation Phase was designed to developing a curriculum that linked and strengthen the principles and practice embedded in the existing curriculum document for children age three to five-year-old, and create a rich curriculum under seven areas of learning whereby play and experiential learning are the pedagogical priorities and to meet the needs of the individual children. On the other hand, in Finland children don’t start school until the age of seven, the implementation process is a demanding approach and is as important as the process of creating the core curriculum document (Alvestad 2001; Laevers 2005). The pre-school curriculum serves one to six-year-old children. However, in 2003 the National Research Development Centre for Welfare and Health published a Core Curriculum, the National Curriculum Guidelines on Early Childhood Education and Care for children under seven years. Both the pre-school and the Early Childhood Education core curricula (ECEC) describe principles and activities. The curricula take into account the teacher’s context and the individual children in their classrooms. The Foundation Phase is based around seven core aims developed from the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (WAG 2008a p.3). The curriculum is based on a play-base approach to learning, this is supported by (Dewey) who suggest that children learn best by both physical and intellectual activity and is supported by (Vygotsky) cultural- historical theory who believed that play promotes cognitive, social and emotional development in children. The seven core areas are:

· Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity.
· Language, Literacy and Communication Skills
· Mathematical Development
· Welsh Language Development
·  Knowledge and understanding of the World
· Physical Development
· Creative Development


As part of the government funded evaluation of the Foundation Phase commissioned in 2011, the review state that the Foundation Phase development policy models aim where:

· To help children become active citizens within their communities
· To address their developing needs.
· To enable them to benefit from educational opportunities later in their lives.
· To raise children’s standards of achievement.
· To enhance their positive attitudes to learning

The Welsh Government have emphasized the need to support positive transition from home to school and between early years providers and support the development of positive home learning experiences in the early years by engaging early year parents and the community by building respectful relationships and by making the school an accessible and welcoming environment for families (WAG 2013, Estyn 2014, Chicken et al. 15), these is supported by (Vygotsky) who belief that children are influenced by friends, families and their communities. In comparison the curriculum in Finland allow teachers to plan and implement their lessons depending on the teacher’s professional knowledge and judgement. Teachers are aware of their own individual practices and are motivated to develop those practices and have great knowledge on how to support children learn languages and literacy. Teachers interpret and implement the guidelines instead of following instructions. This approach support teachers to view the child’s perspective and highlight that learning is as important as organising learning situations instead of planning aims and contents in advance (Turunen, 2008) which is supported by the UNCRC of the Right of a Child. However (Bennett 2005) argues that traditional curriculum with lessons aimed at predefined content is inappropriate for early childhood education. The Foundation Phase require children to develop key skills or outcomes particularly in literacy and numeracy by a certain age. Yet it does not remove the need for direct, formal teaching instead they encourage a balance of continuous, enhanced and focussed provision. It could argue that the Foundation Phase offers a unique attempt to bridge a child-centred approach to education within a standardise- driven education system. In comparison childhood programs in Finland focuses on care, socialization and play instead of academic activities (Korkeamaki, 2001) which is highly supported by parents (Djala 2000) and by Piaget’s theory. However, some researchers have criticized that children are disadvantage on opportunities for intellectual experiences and learning than children in other countries. (Siekkinen1999). The curricula focus on areas such as motor and social skills that prepare children more for school (Rusanen, 2008). Both curriculums highlight that children are active learners in an environment which provide meaningful activities with their peers with enough space and time for play. Teachers have been educated in the universities with a three-year bachelor’s degree which focuses on pedagogy and child development.  Childcare workers are trained in polytechnic colleges for three to three and half years and are qualified for the same job as those with a university teachers’ degree. Their education focuses on caring for children and includes very little pedagogical content. Both university and polytechnic students work together and are responsible for implementing the curricula once qualified for the job. Classroom of children under three years old consist of 20 children with two teachers and a nurse, three to four-year-old classroom consist of 21-25 children with two teachers and a nurse and a classroom of five to six-year olds consist of 21-23 children with one teacher and two nurses. An extra teacher is available to circulate in the groups depending on the number children in the group on a particular day and help when its needed. A study done concludes that practices differs in each classroom according to age variation. Children in the two younger groups regularly slept in the afternoon. Classrooms have events when all children gather together mostly for singing. Morning sessions include free play and informal activities in small groups. The observation reveals that most of the activities where child-initiated based on their own interest. According to (Piaget 1896-1980) children take on active role in the learning process as they experiment, make observations and learn about the world to fully rich human intelligent he argues that children have to concours  the sensory-motor stage, the pre-operational stage, the concrete operational stage and the formal operational stage to fully take on responsibilities as a global citizen. Play is an important component of a child’s life and well-being it is a natural process of a child’s own learning development. Every child should have the freedom to choose their own mode of play whenever and however they want to (UNCRC). Play contributes to the child’s own learning development, to their physical, emotional and psychological well-being. It is crucial in the development of their interaction and co-operation with others (Vygotsky). Children have a natural penchant for inventing opportunities that allow them to use their own imagination in play. It is important to ensure and provide, time, space and materials for both outdoor and indoor playing opportunities for young children. Children learn from each other and quality play offers children the opportunity to gain confidence, interact with each other and gain social skills (Piaget). It is important to include all kinds of materials that is safe for children to play with. Sand, leaves, and other ‘natural’ things within the sphere of fire, water, earth and air (Montessori Reggio Emilio). Safety approved man-made items will also help to give children a clear understanding of reality, for instance arranging an outdoor play where children are involved in picking up the leaves in a fun and enjoyable way. This way they will learn to be responsible for the environment they live in. Role play should be available for all children and include games that will involve them using their senses- (sound, smell, sight, taste and touch) (Davis & Cook 2007, Elliott 2008). Over-protecting children will take away their freedom and rights and choices to play. Both outdoor and indoor play is essential for children. This is how they learn to share and be part of a team. Offering small frequent periods of outdoor play is essential. Make sure that the play area is safe for the children. Check and record any concerns about the play area and address them as soon as possible. Appropriate clothing and shelter are essential for all types of weather. Children need to be assessed on their individual competency in making their own decisions about risks and hazards. However, children should be given an opportunity to make their own decision about risks and hazards for themselves and should be supported in their decision-unless if there is a high risk of serious harm (Bronfenbrenner). Froebel too claim that experiential play in nature is essential to child development, the outdoor environment should be carefully planned and implemented as those indoors and both should focus on children’s interactions with the natural world. It is central to encouraged children  to actively explore and experiment (Dewey and Piaget). Children learn best when they are allowed to actively explore their environment 




The benefits of physical play:
· Children develop stamina
· Climbing develops strength, balance and co- ordination
· Jumping contributes to bone density
· Children develop confidence when actions are repeated
 Section 2
Approaches to assessments, progress tracking and age/stage related development models within play base curricula within the Foundation Phase and the Finnish Curricula.
Approaches to learning and teaching in the Foundation Phase is holistic and child- centred. The is a balance between structural learning and child-initiated and activities directed by practitioners. Practitioners should give children opportunities to build on what they already know and can do, their interest and understanding of learning. Children are given opportunities to be creative in their own learning experiences. Through working in groups and individual tasks in a variety of context, children acquire, practise, refine and apply their skills. In Finland the approach allows teachers to take into account their particular context and the individual children in their classroom. Teachers in interpret and implement the guidelines, they don’ follow a guideline like the Foundation Phase. This approach views the child’s perspective and learning as important in organizing learning situations instead of imposing an exact aims and contents in advance (Turunen 2008). Childhood programs focuses on care, motor, social skills and play that prepare children more generally for school rather than on academic activities (Korkeamaki 2001) an approach which many parents have valued (Djala 2000) and is supported by (Piaget, Dewey, Montessori and Reggio Emilio). Until recently literacy issues have not been viewed as necessary in kindergarden. However, some researchers have criticized that this approach offer children fewer opportunities for intellectual experiences and learning, than children in other countries (Siekkinen 1999).  Progression is measured from concrete to the more abstract, from simple to complex, from personal to bigger picture and from familiar to unfamiliar. This is similar with the Finnish Curriculum and is supported by (Reggio Emilio and Montessori) Children move from generally listening and interacting with others to choosing to working with others deliberately for reaching understanding. This allow children to become both independent and interdependent learners. The interchangeable process of planning, developing and reflecting support children to acquire a deeper understanding and enables them to explore and make sense of the world, which is beneficial to their thinking skills. The children’s progression is observed with an understanding of child development and the stages children move through. An Early Year Development and
Assessment Framework is used to assess children three to seven years;

· Below expected stage of development
· Expected stage of development 
· Above expected stage of development 

The Language Literacy and Communication Skills and Mathematical Development Skills includes the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework whereby children take test every year to monitor their progress. There is a strong requirement for children to develop key skills or outcomes particularly in literacy and numeracy skills by a certain age. The Foundation Phase does not remove the need for direct, formal teaching, instead they encourage a balance of continuous, enhanced and focussed provision. It could argue that they offer a unique attempt to bridge a child centred approach to education within standardise driven education system. The National Statutory Baseline Assessment helps practitioners to identify if a child has developmental needs or additional support needs. Practitioners must pay attention to the unique experience of children and treat them as individuals (UNCRC) on the Right of the child.  They are expected to promote first hand experiences, give children access to both indoor and outdoor environment that are fun, exciting, safe and that will be stimulating and safe and seek to build on children’s interest (Wood 2004). However (Aasen and Waters argue that practitioners are left with little choice without time and support. The role of the practitioner is to be a facilitator of learning (WAG 2008a p12). Practitioners are expected to encourage natural curiosity and promote child s development. They are expected to be particularly involved by interactions, open questions, shared and sustain thinking. Practitioners should offer choices, challenge children with care and sensitivity, encourage them to progress and benefit from their learning experiences.  
However, in Finland practitioners use narrative assessments and observational tools to monitor children’s development ranging from literacy and numeracy skills to motor, socio-emotional and health development. Children don’t take any national tests and are assessed by portfolios, storytelling instruments and observational tools such as rating scales and checklists and parental surveys. Teachers spent less time in the classrooms and have extra time to develop new teaching strategies. They focus on caring for children and includes very little pedagogical content. A study done conclude that practices differ in each classroom according to age variation. Children under three years and three to four-year olds regularly sleep in the afternoon. Practitioners guide children and discuss behaviour and activities that are always child-initiated based on child’s own interests, which allows independence allow children to form personalities of their own.     



The role of an adult
· Recording and monitoring
· The unique child

















Section 3 Modern Day School System Outdated

Albert Einstein said, ‘Everybody is a genius but if you judge a fish by its ability to claim a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid’. Many children relate to that fish thinking they are stupid not knowing their true potential to succeed, believing that they are useless and will never find their dreams. Visiting St Fagan, the National Museum of History in Cardiff made me realise how the school system has not changed much in 150 years. According to the felicitator children will wake up early morning to go to school, the teacher will inspect the way they dress, make them line up in a straight line to enter the classroom. The classroom has a desk in the front for the teacher and rows of desks and chairs for the children. The children have to raise their hands if they wanted to say something or go out.  Even though the world has progress in technology, housing and infrastructure, to name just a few our education system remains more or less the same. The main think that has changed is that teachers have no rights to beat a child. In the 21st century children are put in uniform which remove their identity as individuals similar to prison where they all dress–up the same. They are put in straight rows nice and need as if they are trained to be factory products in a factory. They are expected to raise their hands if they want to speak or use the toilet. They are given a short break to eat and for 6 to 7 hours for 195 days children are  taught how to think and make them compete by having standardized test for an A, a letter which determines product quality. Alfred Binet the man who invented standardized test argues that ‘The standardized test are crude to be used, they should be abundant’. Children are treated the same and not as individuals, they are expected to take core subjects even when they don’t show interest. Children are taught the same think the same way except those with additional learning needs. The system doesn’t value teachers, they are under a lot of pressure, underpaid, overworked and have very little freedom and rights as teachers. Teachers have the most important job in the world they are the ones who teach the doctors, lawyers and policy makers to name a few and should be paid the same or more than doctors, lawyers and policy makers. A great teacher can reach the heart of a child and allow the child to truly live life to their full potential in all aspect of life, just like a great doctor can save a child’s life so can a teacher save a child’s dream. Curriculum are made by policy maker who most of them don’t value the commitment of teachers. The school system and meet  the core of every child in every classroom and give every gift an equal chance whereby children can have shorter school days to spent more time with families and doing other activities that will give them real life experiences that is beneficial for them to become global citizens (Montessori, Reggio Emilio). Children are 100% of our future and we need to invest more than anything else in them and focus on collaboration instead of competition. If policy makers can customise healthcare and everything else then it is their duty to upgrade the education system to benefit mostly the children and not only businesses that are involved, for instance builders, publishing companies  and others,  However, the Foundation Phase in particular look very desirable on paper and claim to be preparing children for the future which is supported by the Future Generation Act and the new Donaldson Curriculum which have the following purposes:

· Ambitious capable learners – ready to learn throughout their lives
· Enterprising creative contributors – ready to play a full part in life and work
· Healthy confident individuals – ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued member of society
· Ethical informed citizens – ready to be citizens of Wales and the World

Having said that we need an education system that give children freedom to choose their subjects (UNCRC) according to their interest and strength no matter their age. Children need to be motivated and encouraged to be good leaders, be creative, innovative, independent and to be critical thinkers with the ability to connect with the rest of the world (Chawala, 2006) this is supported by the (future generation act 2015). We need a system where schools are not competing with each other instead they  collaborate and share positive practices with each other and are treated equally and get the same benefit from the government no matter the area the school is. Vygotsky believe that children are influenced by family, friends and communities. Early years home learning environment is critical to teach children long term outcomes (Siraj- Blatchford 2010). The Welsh Government have emphesized the need to support the development of positive home learning environment in the early years by engaging early year parents and the community by building respectful relationships and by making the school an accessible and welcoming  environment for families (WAG 2013, Esty 2014, Chicken et.al.15
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