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Introduction
The Foundation Phase was launched in Wales on a statutory basis in 2008, following a successful pilot. Introduced by the then Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), the policy combined early years education (children aged three to five) and Key Stage 1 (ages five to seven) and was based on the concept of learning through play. 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 was a product of world-leading Scandinavian countries (Maynard et al, 2013, p.10). 												The Foundation Phase signaled a radical departure from more traditional classroom practice and was met with considerable approval from within the teaching profession, based on research that showed children did not begin to benefit from extensive formal teaching until the age of six or seven (Evans, 2015). Nevertheless, as Taylor et al (2014) note, early years education has received considerable attention in recent years, largely as a result of longitudinal studies that demonstrate the importance of the ﬁrst few years in a child’s development and educational experience. Underpinning the design of the Foundation Phase is, therefore, a ‘“developmental” approach and a constructivist but largely socio cultural pedagogy’ (Maynard et al, 2013, p.ix) that presents practitioners with new opportunities to tailor learning based on individual need.		On a practical level, children engaged in the Foundation Phase 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 to meet the expectations outlined in supporting documentation (Evans, 2015). In addition, schools were expected to recruit extra staff for the pupil-teacher ratios (of 1:8 for children aged three to five and 1:15 for those aged five to seven) prescribed by the WAG (2008).						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 WAG (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 a break from established norms that would take time to embed (Mitchell and Cubey, 2003). This culture shift and, with it, a marked change in professional practice, is prevalent in subsequent evaluations of the Foundation Phase and forms the basis for the intervention proposed in this paper.

Context
This paper seeks to respond to the assertion, made by the WAG, that the Foundation Phase will require a ‘significant change in approach and delivery’ (WAG, 2010 p.1) in early years settings. This, in turn, has significant implications for early years practitioners and all state primary schools in Wales. However, research suggests that changing existing practice and practitioner behaviours has been something of a challenge.									Writing in 2007, Siraj-Blatchford and colleagues reported ‘mixed messages’ (p.56) being received regarding play within the Foundation Phase, ‘seemingly as a result of the Welsh Assembly Government’s Play Policy’. Indeed, the report noted that ‘some staff were not always gainfully and appropriately deployed’ (ibid, p.56) and ‘further support was needed to develop and maintain play-based and experiential pedagogies giving sufficient emphasis to activities that involve adult guided play and learning and interaction with appropriate challenge’ (ibid, p.8-9).	More recently, researchers at the Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research, Data and Methods (Wiserd) found that ‘varying interpretations and attitudes’ towards the Foundation Phase appeared to influence practice within classrooms (2013, p.iv). It found that the attitudes of headteachers and senior management were ‘pivotal’ to the extent to which the Foundation Phase had been adopted in schools and the emergence of contradictory policies had ‘diluted' its impact (ibid, p.13). The first in a series of reports evaluating the implementation and impact of the Foundation Phase also warned that key aspects had been ‘misinterpreted’ by practitioners and successful delivery varied between local authorities (ibid, p.36). Wiserd researchers reported ‘a mixed picture’ of the Foundation Phase (ibid, p.v) and stakeholder interviews with Welsh Government officials, Foundation Phase Advisers (FPAs) and Training Support Officers (TSOs) resulted in the following observations:

It became evident that ‘successful’ implementation of the Foundation Phase varied between local authorities. It was also noted that there had been relative differences in the successful implementation of the Foundation Phase between the maintained and non-maintained sectors. This appeared to be largely due to the relatively ‘decentralised’ approach to its implementation and support. They maintained, therefore, that the only real ‘national’ influences on practitioners were the initial training modules – which were generally well received. (ibid, p.36)

Researchers said the way in which the Foundation Phase had been interpreted by various professionals was significant and that ‘play’ – a key defining factor of the Foundation Phase according to advisors – had been misinterpreted by practitioners (ibid, p.36). This is deeply concerning, albeit not helped by the received wisdom inherent in Western culture that considers play a pleasurable experience characterised by fun and laughter. These characteristics can, however, support children’s development and ‘sometimes being whimsical and nonsensical are the best contexts for learning’ (Department for Schools, Children and Families, 2009). This, perhaps, derives from a perception that play is natural and innate (Rogers and Lapping, 2012), as outlined in the Playwork Principles that provide the ethical framework for all good playwork practice:

Play is a process that is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. That is, children and young people determine and control the content and intent of their play, by following their own instincts, ideas and interests, in their own way for their own reasons… All children and young people need to play. The impulse to play is innate. Play is a biological, psychological and social necessity, and is fundamental to the healthy development and wellbeing of individuals and communities. (Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group, 2005, p.1)

However, the notion of ‘play’ is a contested resource in the turbulent terrain of early years policy and pedagogical practice (Rogers and Lapping, 2012). For example, play can be categorised into legitimate or illegitimate, with ‘good quality play’ compared to instances when children’s activities do not seem to be productive (ibid, p.253). It is flexible, can take many forms and is applicable to a variety of contexts, which renders play difficult to define (Bernstein, 1975). It is sometimes distinguished as separate to learning, though can be cited as the ‘means by which the child exteriorizes himself to the teacher’ (Bernstein, 1975, p.10).						Wiserd offered two further factors as appearing to have influenced the success, or otherwise, of Foundation Phase implementation. The first related to the attitudes of headteachers and the senior management team of schools towards the Foundation Phase, while the second highlighted ‘the skills, training and qualifications of newly qualified teachers and teaching and learning assistants’ as important to its successful adoption (Wiserd, 2013, pp.36-37). The report concluded that the most common area of support provided by FPAs and TSOs to schools and practitioners, was in helping them to find a balance between ‘child-initiated’ and ‘adult-directed’ activities (ibid, p.37). FPAs and TSOs, interviewed as part of the evaluation process, identified the need for ‘effective and continuous communication with schools’ in helping to define and understand the policy (ibid, p.36):

Indeed, they all acknowledged the varying interpretations and attitudes of the Foundation Phase, and how that appeared to influence practice in schools and classrooms. They felt it was essential that schools and practitioners received clear and consistent messages about the Foundation Phase. (Wiserd, 2013, p.36)

It is this need for clear and consistent messaging, amid growing evidence that there are ‘significant inconsistencies’ in Foundation Phase practice (Welsh Government, 2016, p.13), that this paper seeks to address.

Intervention
Siraj-Blatchford et al (2005) suggested shortly after the initial piloting of the Foundation Phase that the WAG needed to make clear its commitment to raising standards and the quality of educational provision by improving the qualifications and training of staff working within it. She argued that Foundation Phase staff ‘need to be better qualified and trained to work with young children effectively and appropriately’ and ‘a national training policy needs to be implemented to ensure that staff have the necessary expertise to undertake this work especially in the areas of how young children learn, pedagogy and practice’ (ibid, p.80). 							The notion that early years practitioners, and school leaders more generally, require more extensive support in Foundation Phase delivery is supported by the findings of an early evaluation into the programme. A survey of 41 pilot settings, conducted over a 12-month period between October 2004 and September 2005, found that just over a quarter of headteachers said their staff had received no training at all (ibid, p.56). When asked specifically about Foundation Phase training for headteachers, many said that they were not aware of any and had not attended training other than the WAG Foundation Phase pilot conferences, about which there were ‘very mixed perceptions’ (ibid, p.56). This chimes with findings presented in 2015, which showed that some 40% of headteachers surveyed in Wales believed that the support and materials produced by the Welsh Government to accompany the Foundation Phase ‘need changing’ (Wiserd, 2015, p.46). A further 26% of headteachers called for Foundation Phase training itself to be changed (ibid, p.47).	It is with this in mind that I propose an extensive programme of professional learning for all staff engaged in delivery of the Foundation Phase. However, mindful of the significant financial and logistical implications associated with such an undertaking, I would suggest this training first extends to school leaders only. Given the apparent influence of headteachers on Foundation Phase implementation (Wiserd, 2013), it seems sensible to ensure in the first instance that all school leaders are au fait with requisite pedagogical principles and the vision that underpins the programme’s development. 									Headteacher training will be both compulsory and comprehensive for those working in early years/primary school settings. It will be administered on a regional basis through the regional education consortia, albeit all will follow a national model facilitated by the Welsh Government in collaboration with experts in the field and practitioners recognised as providing high-quality provision. This model will likely form part of the new National Approach to Professional Learning (Welsh Government, 2018), launched to prepare the teaching workforce in Wales for the emerging Successful Futures-inspired national curriculum (Donaldson, 2015).

Analysis
At this juncture, it is important to consider notions of quality and what in fact constitutes high-quality provision. There is broad consensus among academics that quality early years education can benefit the all-round development of young children in both the short and long-term (Ho et al, 2010). As Lamb (1998) observes in a comprehensive review of research in the field, this applies ‘especially when children would otherwise experience impoverished and relatively unstimulating home environments’ (p.104). However, evidence suggests that unpacking what quality early education and childcare is and what its specific impacts are is no easy task (Sim et al, 2018) and with no clear definition of quality in this context, quantifying improvement is a challenge.	For example, notwithstanding increased recognition of the importance of high quality early childhood education among the research community and by policymakers, Whitebread makes clear that the nature of ‘high-quality’ in this context has been contested (2012, p.3). He notes that:

While in some European countries the emphasis continues to be upon providing young children with rich, stimulating experiences within a nurturing social context, increasingly in many countries within Europe and across the world, an ‘earlier is better’ approach has been adopted, with an emphasis upon introducing young children at the earliest possible stage to the formal skills of literacy and numeracy. (Whitebread, 2012, p.3)

According to Gleave and Cole-Hamilton (2012), there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to play, which can encompass a wide range of play types, including those that are active or subdued; imaginative or exploratory; and can involve others or be carried out alone. As such, in order to determine what high-quality Foundation Phase practice looks like and, indeed, what to look for to determine whether or not proposed interventions have worked, it is useful to first develop a better understanding of existing provision.									Short of a formal, standardised mechanism by which children in the early years can be assessed, judgments on performance are inevitably more subjective in nature. An assessment of early years practice, and its resultant impact on learners, can depend on one’s own perception of quality and be based on one’s own personal experiences. This, in turn, makes context all the more important as a particular environment and/or culture is likely to effect considerably a person’s general outlook. For the most part, practitioners can draw only from what they know of their own practice, or what they have seen of a colleague in their own setting. This in and of itself challenges what Tobin considers to be ‘taken-for-granted assumptions that quality standards are universal, generalizable, and non-contextual’ (2005, p.424). 								Conversely, and drawing upon the theoretical concept of cultural relativism, Tobin argues that it is ‘intellectually and methodologically unsound to attempt to understand another people’s cultural practices using the assumptions and categories of one’s own culture’ (ibid, p.425). This could, arguably, be as applicable to comparisons between individual school settings as it is between countries themselves. Tobin resolves that notions of quality are based on one’s cultural context and that ‘attempts to come up with universal, decontextualised, external standards of quality are conceptually flawed, politically dangerous and counterproductive’ (ibid, p.425). But therein lies the problem. Practitioners in early years settings, as with in any other form of publicly-funded education, are having to grapple on a daily basis with conflicting moral obligations – to both their employers and/or what they consider to be in the best interests of individual pupils. There is very often a tension between what a child wants to do or likes doing, and what the state (by virtue of prescriptive accountability mechanisms) wants them to do. This presents an uncomfortable challenge for the early years practitioner, who may result in going against his or her own professional judgment in order to best meet the needs of measures against which they are being benchmarked. This indeed chimes with Ball and Olmedo’s portrayal of the early years learner as a ‘measureable teaching subject’ (2013, p.92), supported by a teacher ‘burdened with the responsibility to perform’ (ibid, p.88).								That teaching and learning should be deconstructed in this way is something of a shame, although there is a wealth of research which suggests that early years education is becoming increasingly data-driven. Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury (2016, p.119), consider the ‘datafication’ of early years education to be suffocating, with the potential to undermine the foundations for children’s personal development and learning. Williamson (2014, p.12) is of a similar mind, arguing that the rise of external performance measures and more stringent benchmarking has turned teachers and children ‘into data that can be measured, compared, assessed and acted upon’. There is seemingly little room for subsidiarity in this interpretation and one feels compelled to consider how quality, and improvement, can be properly assessed in this context.			The suggestion that data-based accountability governs education (Ozga et al, 2011) raises a number of questions, least not whether early years settings that are deemed to be ‘high-quality’ are in fact providing the best service to children. It could be, for example, that a setting adjudged to be ‘excellent’ by Wales’ schools inspectorate Estyn, and appears favourably in key performance indicators associated with the Early Years Developmental Assessment Framework (EYDAF, Welsh Government, 2014), has done so only because of its strong focus on reaching associated targets. Foucault’s (1977, p.181) binary of ‘reward or punishment’ is relevant here, as it could be said that the hierarchical ranking of schools in this way can act as a form of discipline, which in turn leads to ‘a highly reductionist’ view of school improvement. Describing school improvement in these terms will doubtless come as a disappointment to teachers of a more emergentist disposition.												The ‘surveillance’ of educators and their children, as Foucault puts it, has had a significant and negative impact on education provision more generally (1975). He describes the ‘swarm of disciplinary mechanisms’ (Foucault, 1977, p. 211) as encouraging practitioners to teach to the test, mindful that they too are subject to a ‘constant self-evaluation’ of their own performance (Fenwick et al, 2014, p. 5). This has, according to Moss (2014, p.66) resulted in an early years system in which ‘complexity and messiness, diversity and context, the social and the cultural must and can be controlled, reduced and tamed, spurred on by the belief that there must be one right answer for every question’. However, it could be argued that this surveillance, or control, has been in some part fueled by societal norms and a parental expectation that all children will be the beneficiaries of a ‘good education’.											Quality provision is, of course, not only the concern of early years professionals, but of parents and other stakeholders including government officials and policymakers responsible for designing and providing educational services and programmes for young children (Ho et al, 2010). Indeed, it has been suggested that data accountability measurements need to be understood as ‘deeply political and driven by economic imperatives’ (Osgood and Giugni, 2015, p.3). As Normore (2004) notes, when a person or an organisation is accountable for something, there is an expectation they will be held responsible for their actions and decisions. Thus there is certainly some truth in the assumption that parents, as willing taxpayers, will expect a return for their significant financial investment. The knock-on effect of such parental expectation is neatly encapsulated in the following analysis by Vinson and Ross (2001):

As the public views test scores as either too low or contributing to some ‘achievement gap’, they pressure school and other public officials to do something. These officials, in turn, intensify their (and certain allies', including the business community and teachers' unions) control over curriculum, instruction, and assessment vis-à-vis greater and expanded degrees of surveillance… All of this leaves schools, classrooms, teachers, and students in the middle, caught within a spiraling surveillance-spectacle cycle. (Vinson and Ross, 2001, p.19)

In a specifically Welsh context, one of practitioners’ main concerns relates to a perception that current policy-drivers are at odds with the philosophy of the Foundation Phase (Davies et al, 2018). This is none more prevalent than in Wales’ national reading and numeracy tests, which have courted controversy since their introduction in 2013 (Evans, 2015a). For many, the pressure to formally test children’s literacy and numeracy capability (from age seven) is not in keeping with the broader aims of the Foundation Phase, namely those to promote ‘equality of opportunity and values’ and celebrate diversity (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3). Indeed, in the introduction to its Foundation Phase Framework, the Welsh Government itself notes that ‘progress is not even’ and ‘a curriculum for young children should be appropriate to their stage of learning rather than focusing solely on age-related outcomes to be achieved’ (ibid, p.3). It adds that ‘children should move on to the next stages of their learning when they are developmentally ready and at their own pace’, which appears not to be the case as they move from the latter stages of the Foundation Phase into Key Stage 2 (ibid, p.3).									Teaching unions have been particularly vociferous in their condemnation of reading and numeracy tests, suggesting that there was an inevitability that schools would consider age-related assessments as ‘undermining the principle of allowing children to develop their capabilities naturally’ (Evans, 2015b). Interestingly, some propose that external testing of Foundation Phase children risks impacting on the amount of time allocated to outdoor learning and that the increased accountability that testing brings about for teachers is likely to govern who undertakes assessments and where these are carried out (Davies et al, 2018). 					Notwithstanding the pressures associated with accountability, Buzzelli concludes that early years teachers are continually torn between balancing ‘children’s agency, well-being and freedom with their moral responsibility for guiding children’s learning and development’ (2018, p.163). Given that this moral responsibility, exacerbated by external pressures such as accountability, parental expectation and political directives from the government of the day, is so prominent in practitioners’ thinking, it is perhaps little wonder that pupil enjoyment and experience can become something of an afterthought. 

Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]There is a wealth of evidence that suggests the Foundation Phase has not been properly implemented across all settings in Wales. This is due, in part, to the perceived lack of training and support for early years teachers and school leaders, whose job it is to ensure effective delivery of Foundation Phase principles. This has served to justify the intervention proposed in this paper, which would represent a useful addition to the professional learning offer currently available.	In order to establish a picture of what effective practice looks like and, indeed, where it resides, one will first require a reliable baseline of existing provision. Considering the wide variety in provision that exists today, the alleged misconceptions of the Foundation Phase among practitioners, and the uncertainty around what constitutes high-quality early years provision, developing a baseline will prove somewhat challenging. It is, however, necessary in order to gauge improvement and to chart the impact of the programme of professional learning put forward here. Nevertheless, there remains an assumption among policymakers that the perceived quality of early years education is relative and can be easily quantified against a range of measures. The evidence presented in this paper suggests that this is not necessarily the case.						As Wales moves forward with its ambitious reform agenda (Welsh Government, 2017), it appears sensible that any early years baseline is born out of the philosophy and vision set out in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015). The paving document for Wales’ new national curriculum, Successful Futures offers ‘12 pedagogical principles’ that teachers should apply when planning their teaching and learning, so as to ensure that subsequent activities relate directly to the curriculum’s wider purposes (ibid, p.116). However, as Donaldson himself notes, ‘decisions about teaching and learning are very context and purpose specific, and are best taken by teachers themselves’ (2015, p.63). As such, he makes clear that it is not the intention of Successful Futures to offer detailed prescriptions on teaching methods (ibid, p.63). It could be, therefore, that the 12 pedagogical principles offer a basis on which professional learning support and development can be administered. A school could determine, relative to its own context, which of the principles is most underdeveloped among staff and seek to address it or, conversely, practitioners themselves could be invited to highlight their own areas of strength and weakness, and training provided accordingly.												A bespoke toolkit based on the pedagogical principles and their relationship with early years settings could be developed in time, and is proposed as a medium-term solution to the intervention outlined in this paper. In fact, pedagogic practice and children’s interaction with it could be considered what Melhuish describes as ‘process aspects’ relating to the quality of provision (2004, p.34). What this does not account for, however, is the ‘structural’ attributes associated with early years settings – namely, the aspects of learning environments that are fixed (ibid, p.34). Given that structural aspects are easier to define and indeed, measure, it is perhaps no surprise that accountability bodies find them easier to inspect and control (ibid, p.34).			To support the Welsh Government in determining what ‘high-quality’ early years education looks like, and to steer future guidance in this area, it is recommended that officials consider two recent reports drawing upon both process and structural aspects of provision. The Early Intervention Foundation (EIF) study into Teaching, Pedagogy and Practice in Early Years Childcare (2018) and the Education Policy Institute’s (EPI) review of Structural Elements of Quality Early Years Provision (2018) offer an insight into the evidence gaps that remain in terms of what is most beneficial to children’s outcomes and should be considered together.			To conclude, it is important to remember that notions of quality are relative and based largely on subjective opinion as to what good practice is. Baseline datasets provide only one assessment of a child’s competency and a more rounded picture of their capability and capacity to improve is required. This makes comparing provision extremely difficult, and I am minded to agree with Tobin (2005, p.421) that quality standards are ‘cultural constructs’ that should be determined on an individual basis, and that allow for contextual factors that impact on attainment. As such, the ‘inclusionary paradigm’ that defines quality by engaging with the views of all stakeholders, called for by Pence and Moss (1994, p.173), should be properly considered. It may be, therefore, that a suitable consultation on appropriate benchmarking of early years education should be first undertaken and precede the programme of professional learning recommended in this paper and required to support its successful delivery moving forward.
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