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Question One

An education reform began in 1999 when the National Assembly for Wales was formed giving Wales responsibility for its own education system. The vision by the National Assembly for Wales (2015) was to build stronger foundations for learning with a radical improvement for early year’s provision. This was outlined in The Learning Country (2001) documentation and in later subsequent consultation documents The Learning Country: Foundation Phase 3-7 years (2003) and even later with the development of the Foundation Phase Framework for Children Learning for 3 to 7 year olds Wales (2008). 
The Foundation Phase is the current education statutory framework for children in Wales aged between 3 years to 7 years old in both maintained and funded non-maintained settings. It was introduced in September 2008 with a complete roll out by 2011. It replaced two different curriculum types the Desirable Outcomes for Children’s learning before Compulsory School Age (DLO’s) and the National Curriculum for Key Stage One. According to Thomas and Lewis (2015) prior to the introduction of the Foundation Phase it was found that teachers introduced formal learning far too soon with the introduction of reading and writing far too early and before young children were ready. Evidence suggests that a play based curriculum is better suited for children aged 3 to 7 years old. According to Daniels and Pyle (2018) studies have found that children engage more in play based learning with impacts shown in areas such as literacy and numeracy. Child directed play with peers has been highlighted as an important aspect for children to develop social and emotional competencies. The significance of play in allowing children to learn is recognised as a very important aspect of a child’s life and is stated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2011).
According to the WJEC (2015) The Foundation Phase is a single phase education spanning from 3 to 7 years old with play and learning being the pedagogical priorities and a curriculum that is planned to meet the needs of the individual child. The Welsh Government (2015) state that Foundation Phase Framework encompasses the developmental needs of all children through a holistic approach concentrating on skills and building upon previous learning experiences and knowledge of the child. It promotes equality of opportunity and values and celebrates diversity. It is a planned progressive framework that spans from 3 to 7 years concentrating on children learning through first hand experiences. Welsh Assembly Government (2008) state that the Foundation phase should encompass the seven areas of learning with children having access to indoor and outdoor environments that are fun, exciting, simulating and safe promoting children’s development and natural curiosity. This is also reiterated by the Welsh Government (2015). Taylor et al. (2015) describes the Foundation Phase as an experiential, play based approach to teaching and learning with one the main aims is that children should have ownership of their learning experiences. Thomas and Lewis (2016) suggests that the Foundation Phase is a play based curriculum with focus being on individual needs and more active learning. Despite the underlying play based ethos, research has identified some aspects of the overall delivery that will be discussed later.
According to the Welsh Government (2015) the Foundation Phase Framework was developed with consideration given to many well established and valued early childhood education and care practices and philosophies from across the world. Taylor et al. (2015) believe that the Foundation Phase draws on evidence from good early years programmes found in Scandinavia, Reggio Emilia and New Zealand.  The Foundation Phase pedagogy reflects constructivist theory with ideas resonating with sociocultural perspectives whereby the practitioner supports children’s learning and development. A play based curriculum notion has been in education history for hundreds of years. According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) John Cornealius (1670) believed that children should experience learning through pleasurable activities making the links between play and the environment. Frederick Froebel (1852) thoughts were that play and the outdoors were considered as the uppermost of importance he was the creator of the “kindergarten” giving importance to outdoor learning as much as the indoor. He believed in a holistic approach and encouraged teachers to begin where the learner is which is all advocated today in the Foundation Phase Framework (2015). According to Aubrey and Riley (2016) another theorist that can be linked to the Foundation Phase is John Dewey (1952); he argued that children learn best through a hands on approach which is based around learning by doing. Dewey is associated with the idea of a child-centred educational approach which according to Thomas and Lewis (2016) is the ethos of the Foundation Phase Curriculum.
According to Taylor et al. (2015) over two thirds of Foundation Phase lead practitioners believe that the Foundation Phase curriculum is an improvement on the previous Key Stage One National Curriculum. Findings from the Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2015) state that children undertaking the Foundation Phase curriculum were found to be making improvements in literacy, numeracy, wellbeing and their overall attitude to learning. This was agreed by Taylor et al. (2015) who found that Foundation Phase children have made improvements in Language, Literacy and Communication and Mathematical Development. These are also areas of improvement seen in recent PISA tests. According to the BBC (2019) Welsh children are improving in their performance of Maths, Reading and Science although they are still the lowest scoring nation in the UK, Wales is continuing to improve in all areas showing a positive up turn. Although current Pisa tests do not show those children who have undertaken the Foundation Phase curriculum yet once these children are tested in later years this could show further improvements in Pisa tests. Taylor et al. (2015) found that the Foundation Phase has led to overall improvements in children’s educational achievement which can lead to an even greater educational success.
The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2015) found that boys in particular respond very well to the Foundation Phase curriculum with them talking more and being more engaged in their learning. However Evans (2016) found that National Tests have shown that boys achieving the benchmark for English, Maths and Science has decreased over time since the introduction of the Foundation Phase. The Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2015) believe that this may be due to the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (2013) and also other subsequent tests that are conducted in year two. They feel that the Welsh Government have moved away from the principles of the Foundation Phase philosophy of learning through a play based curriculum. This was also found by the Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2008) they found that there is a current tension between the play based pedagogy of the Foundation Phase along with the strong developmental approach of the statutory curriculum expectations from the Welsh Government.
Findings from the Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2015) establish that successful implementation of the Foundation Phase relies on all key players having an understanding of the principles and practices of the Foundation Phase framework with the ability of putting these into practice. Staff need to have a clear understanding of child development, how young children learn, the notion of learning through play and experiential based learning. It found that although the Foundation Phase is grounded on well-established principles and practice unless all of the relevant staff understand and adhere to this it is unlikely that the Foundation will be implemented effectively. Taylor et al. (2015) found that school leaders were not given specific guidance in how to implement the Foundation Phase in their school and also that training modules produced by Welsh Government to enable staff to understand the principles and practice of the Foundation Phase were not completed as they were not mandatory to all. Waters (2016) suggests that the Foundation Phase workforce needs to know how to support children’s outcomes for successful implementation of the Foundation Phase to take place. According to findings from the Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (2015) for change to be successful it requires those involved to feel empowered and be active in the process of change.
According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) one pitfall of the Foundation Phase was the paperwork they found that the documentation that supports the Foundation Phase although very supportive and helpful there are just too many documents for practitioners to use effectively. The Welsh Government (2015) found that some stakeholders felt that the Foundation Phase guidance was too vague and not clear to understand. According to Hume (2016) teaching unions have in the past urged the Welsh Government not to turn to yet more initiatives, complaining that hard-pressed teachers were straining under the weight of ministerial directives designed to try to drive up standards. 
 The Welsh Government (2015) believe that the Foundation Phase principles are on the whole effectively put into practice but there are still some inconsistency amongst schools and non-maintained early year’s settings. This was also observed by Siraj-Blatchford et al., (2006) who found that there is not one consistent approach to the Foundation Phase. With many of the key principles outlined in the Foundation Phase not being implemented effectively. Macdonald (2016) believes that there is an inconsistency of the delivery of the Foundation Phase due to limited definitions and guidelines set from Welsh Government. Taylor et al. (2015) found that 78% of activities they observed were adult initiated going against recommendations of a child led continuous and enhanced provision by Welsh Government (2015). It was also observed that outdoor learning daily was only being implemented by only 34% of settings again going against recommendations by Welsh Government (2015) of having a large emphasis on the outdoor environment.
In 2015 Professor Graham Donaldson was commissioned by the Welsh Government to implement an independent review of the curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. The Welsh Government were concerned about the current education system in Wales after results from National and International tests found that children were not achieving levels of attainment to where they should be. According to Hume (2016) Wales’ scores were below average of over 72 countries and the lowest scoring over England, Scotland and Ireland this being the 4th time that Welsh children have scored lowest than the other UK nations. According to Donaldson’s (2015) findings in his report Successful Futures the current curriculum in Wales had become overloaded, complicated and in parts outdated. He agreed with the Pisa 2015 results and found that the curriculum was not enabling children to achieve the standards that they were capable of. He made 68 recommendations in total all of which were accepted by the Welsh Government. His evidence indicated that the existing curriculum in Wales had some strengths that could be built upon; equity and inclusion, support of children with additional needs and the Foundation Phase to name a few. He saw that there was a need to develop a new curriculum to support and enable world class teaching and learning in the 21st century. According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) implementing curriculum change can be challenging to all. 
In 2019 a draft curriculum for Wales was unveiled according to Lewis (2019) the new curriculum aims to rethink what and how children should be taught and introduces 6 areas of learning and experience to develop a more integrated approach to learning. The Education Minister for Wales Kirsty Williams (2019) stated that:
‘This would be a very different curriculum that most of us will have experienced. We're moving away from an outdated, narrow curriculum that sets out subject by subject, topic by topic and hour by hour what pupils should be learning’.
The new curriculum will span from age 3 to 16 years old with a partial roll out for children in year 3 and below and also for year 7 children by September 2022. It will be the individual schools responsibility to design, adopt and implement their own curriculum but will ensure that it is suitable for learners of different abilities and attitudes. According to Welsh Government (2019) the new curriculum requires partnerships among all those involved, including the learner. It should recognise the individual learning needs and backgrounds of each learner and encourage a holistic view of each learner’s development. It requires partnerships among all those involved, including the learner. It should recognise the individual learning needs and backgrounds of each learner and encourage a holistic view of each learner’s development. It requires partnerships among all those involved, including the learner. It should recognise the individual learning needs and backgrounds of each learner and encourage a holistic view of each learner’s development.  It requires partnerships among all those involved, including the learner. It should recognise the individual learning needs and backgrounds of each learner and encourage a holistic view of each learner’s development.  It requires partnerships among all those involved, including the learner. It should recognise the individual learning needs and backgrounds of each learner and encourage a holistic view of each learner’s development.  The Central South Consortium (2020) describe the new curriculum for Wales as purpose led and pupil focused. According to Lewis (2019) many teachers are hugely enthusiastic about the freedom the new curriculum could offer them whilst others worry there is still a lack of clarity around what is expected from them. According to the BBC (2020) Kirsty Williams the Education Minister for Wales believed that the next steps to the education reform was to prepare the profession whilst the Central South Consortium (2020) will support schools with implementing the new curriculum in phases from engagement phase in 2020 to design planning and trialling phase 2021 until the roll out in 2022.



























Question Two

The Foundation Phase Profile supports assessment of children’s learning and development from ages 3 to 7 in Wales. This assessment tool was developed as part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (2015). The Welsh Government’s aim was to have a more coherent system of assessing, tracking and monitoring the development and progress of children in the early years. According to Welsh Government (2017) its purpose is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which aligns with end of phase outcomes. The Foundation Phase profile is made up of 2 sets of skills ladders concentrating on 4 areas of learning; personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical development and physical development. The profile consists of a baseline assessment along with a full profile which supports end of phase teacher assessments. According to Taylor et al (2014) it is a mark a radical departure from the more assessment-driven, competency-based approach of the previous KS1 National Curriculum.
According to Welsh Government (2017) the Foundation Phase Profile was developed as a summative assessment tool using observations and formative assessments to build up a holistic picture of children’s development and abilities in key areas. As stated by Brown and Knight (1994) all forms of assessment help to shape student’s learning. Whilst Donaldson (2015) believes that learning is crucially affected by how progress and outcomes are assessed and how the results of those assessments are used. Assessment is a vital and integral part of learning and teaching and needs to be fundamentally linked to the curriculum. Cauley and McMillan (2009) consider that formative assessment is one of the most powerful forms of assessment that boosts achievement and empowers learners. Whilst Thomas and Lewis (2016) believe that assessment for learning is the continuous formative assessment that happens throughout the Foundation Phase. Assessment for learning as described by the Welsh Government (2010) is a formative assessment and is the process of finding out where learners are within a learning continuum, where they need to get to and how best to get there. According to Weeden et al (2002) assessment for learning is one of the most neglected topics in education yet it is something that raises standards. Sargant (2013) believes that formative assessment is central to Foundation Phase practice as every day practitioners observe children in their care and gather a wealth of information about their interests and learning. This information is used to inform ongoing planning in order to ensure that it meets the needs of the children. Although early years practitioners may not be familiar with the term, this practice is assessment for learning.
The profile assesses children’s skills using observations along with formative assessments. According to Welsh Government (2017) observation plays a vital role in the practice of the Foundation Phase. Through observing and listening to children daily practitioners gather evidence over a period of time. This enables them to plan activities that cater for children’s individual learning needs, assess how much progress children have made and whether they need further opportunities to consolidate their learning. Observation supports the Foundation Phase pedagogy helping practitioners to understand children’s learning styles and interests as well as their developmental stages. According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) assessment must have a purpose and observation is the most reliable way to build up an accurate and informative picture at what children can or cannot do. According to Welsh Government (2008) when observing children practitioners should also collate information on children’s development and achievements. They believe that it is essential that practitioners working with the children in the Foundation Phase have a deep understanding of child development to enable them to observe the children in their care appropriately and make sense of what they see. Thomas and Lewis (2016) also see that observations are a tool to understanding child development along with the Welsh Government (2017) who feel that all aspects of child development are important within the Foundation Phase and should be considered as interlinked throughout.
 According to Welsh Government (2017) there is no set method of recording observations for the Foundation Phase Profile. Settings and schools can use their own recording mechanisms to collate evidence. Estyn advise that they have no view on the exact amount of assessment evidence required for each child. Inspectors will focus their attention on the accuracy of assessments and how the setting or school uses the assessment information to support learners. Thomas and Lewis (2016) found that practitioners raised concerns at the length of time in which it took to undertake assessments of children taking them away from the task of teaching and learning.
Taylor et al (2014) feel that the Foundation Phase profile has a large emphasis on stages of development rather than ages of development. Greater emphasis is placed on the need to enhance a child’s social and emotional well-being and attitudes to learning during the first few years of compulsory education. According to Welsh Government (2015) children should only move onto their next stages of learning when they are developmentally ready and at their own pace.
The Foundation Phase is a similar education system to that in Northern Italy. Here they follow the Reggio Emilia approach which was founded by Loris Malaguzzi a psychologist and educator influenced by Dewey's model of progressive education, Vygotsky, and the psychological theories of Piaget, Erikson, Bronfenbrenner, and Bruner in 1963. According to Clark et al (2005) the Reggio education system is a body of pedagogical thought and process which is also very similar to the Foundation Phase pedagogy of learning and teaching. According to Welsh Government (2008) pedagogy refers to the complex relationship between learning and teaching. It embraces the concept of the practitioner as a facilitator of learning, responding to the needs of individuals, willing to learn alongside the children whilst using appropriate methods to manage the process of learning and continually reflecting on and improving practice in the light of research. The Reggio Emilia approach is play based similarly to the Foundation Phase. According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) in Reggio play is viewed equally alongside drawing, drama, movement and painting.
Crockett (2016) states that teachers undertaking the Reggio Emilia approach observe and listen to their learners and plan activities that are driven by children’s interests this practice has also been outlined as an important aspect of the Foundation Phase curriculum. Welsh Government (2010) state that children should be encouraged to understand and appreciate the development of their skills and given the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings on how they are progressing across different tasks and activities. Provision should be planned carefully to ensure developmentally appropriate activities and resources scaffold children’s learning and development.
The centre of Reggio inspired assessment is to make student thinking and learning visual to all teachers, parents and children. According to Clark evidence is collected during the learning but documentation is not completed until after the event. According to Biroli et al (2017) learning goals are determined by children and adults, and achieved through creative long-term projects with flexible timelines. Teachers observe children's development, listen, interact with children through questions and dialogue, and provide scaffolding to extend learning. It is then used for both adults and children to reconstruct and interpret the learning that has taken place. Documentation is captured through videos, observations, notes, filming etc. According to Miller and Pound (2011) this can be known as visible listening. Papatheodorou (2008) believes that systematic documentation captures the voices of the children and reflection for action allows early childhood professionals to articulate and theorise the advisability and suitability of their practice. Although the documentation is very different to the way in which evidence is documented in the Foundation Phase profile the gathering of information is very similar. Welsh Government (2008) suggest that although settings or schools can gather alternative recording keeping methods it is not required nor necessary and is a matter for the individuals to decide.  
According to Thomas and Lewis (2016) teachers and practitioners in Reggio view the child as an active social participant. It is the adult’s role to work alongside children and facilitate their learning. According to Bennett et al (1997 as cited by Thomas and Lewis 2016) when children are given opportunities to choose activities learning becomes more memorable and meaningful. This is a very similar principle to the Foundation Phase according to Welsh Government (2015) children learn through first hand experiential activities with play being the focus. Through this children make decisions, solve problems, take risks, and experiment.
According to the Compass School (2018) the sharing of documented work with parents is promoted within the Reggio Emilia assessment approach. Documentation allows for the parents to understand the work and learning that their child is engaged in. According to Miller and Pond (2011) parents are central to the learning process. This practice is also suggested by Welsh Government (2008) who state that information collated regarding children should be used to inform parents of their children’s progress. 
	According to Soler and Miller (2015) Reggio Emilia is very different to the Foundation Phase as Reggio Emilia educators do not follow any predetermined national framework and is often referred to as an ‘approach’ or ‘educational system’ unlike the Foundation Phase which is a curriculum governed by the Welsh Government. Miller and Pound (2011) believe that the lack of written curriculum reduces accountability.
	Documentation with the Reggio Emilia approach is predominately displayed within the learning space. According to the Compass School (2018) displaying the children’s work, efforts and ideas and learning in an attractive and respectful way supports the children to be thoughtful, capable and creative. Valuing children’s ideas and work conveys to children that their efforts intentions and ideas are taken seriously which promotes children to work in a responsible, joyful and dedicated way. Although in the Foundation phase children’s assessments are not shown in this way according to Welsh Government (2015) the principle of the curriculum is to enable children to become creatively involved in their own learning.
According to Miller and Pound (2011) teachers within Reggio Emilia use the documentation gathered to continuously plan, evaluate and to discuss ideas and thoughts with the children of what they have found interesting, stimulating or challenging. According to Welsh Government (2017) children in the Foundation Phase will develop their thinking across the curriculum through the processes of planning, developing and reflecting. Also Welsh Government (2015) state that through the use of observations and formative assessments, the Foundation Phase profile supports practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum for all children.
The main purpose of the Foundation Phase profile according to Welsh Government (2017) is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which aligns with end of phase outcomes. Soler and Miller (2003) found that the Reggio Emilia approach was difficult to show a national baseline or even a consistency between areas undertaking the same approach through their assessment documentation.
According to the Welsh Government (2015) settings and schools have an entitlement for all children to access the Foundation Phase. It is paramount that all children are engaged as full members of their communities and are taught in ways appropriate to their development and abilities. In order for their development to be extended children should experience a variety of learning and teaching styles. It is stated that children of all abilities should have access to the appropriate assessments and accreditations. According to Welsh Government (2017) the Foundation Phase Profile has been designed to be suitable for all children and support the
identification of potential special educational needs (SEN) or additional learning needs (ALN).
	According to Papatheodorou (2008) the Reggio Emilia learning approach, may not be the right fit for every child. Children who benefit from more structure in the classroom, may thrive in an environment where the curriculum is set and guided by the teacher. She believes that there is little clarity about how children with additional support/special needs are served. According to MacDonald (2011) the practitioner assumes the role of a technician who delivers a pre-set curriculum where little, if any, consideration is given to social differences such as class, race and gender.
	Although assessments in both the Foundation Phase and Reggio Emilia are very different there are some elements that are similar. The role of the adult is important in both along with sharing information with parents. The child in both are encouraged to be active participants within their learning and the teachers continuously plan and evaluate the learning taken place to assist the children to move their practice forward.


























Question Three

The need for an Early Years curricula for children aged 0 to 3 years in Wales?


Research has shown us that that the early years is a critical part of childhood. There is widespread agreement that early childhood experiences are crucially important for children’s long term development and also for their achievement later on in life. The Welsh Assembly reported as part of the Early Childhood Education and Care in Wales research briefing (2019) that learning and education do not begin with school they start from birth. From birth to compulsory school age these are recognised as the most formative in children’s lives and set the foundations for children’s lifelong development and patterns for adulthood. 
	In Wales the 0-3 years sector comprises of targeted funded provision namely the Flying Start programme and non-maintained private and voluntary sector provision for example private day care, childminding and playgroups, including Welsh medium also known as Mudiad Meithrin.
	According to the Welsh Assembly (2019) as in the rest of the UK, the Welsh Government assumes greater responsibility for education than care in Wales. The Foundation Phase curriculum is available to all children aged 3 to 7 years old. It is predominantly delivered by well-paid and qualified educators. Whilst childcare on the other hand, is available from birth, but provided by informal carers employing a workforce that has low status, qualifications and pay with no set curriculum. According to Anning, Cullen and Fleer (2007) it is a common legacy in the UK of uneven underfunded provision for young children and their families, resulting in children attending a variety of settings before statutory school age. 
Childcare in Wales is governed by the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). Childcare settings need to adhere to a number of National Minimum Standards (NMS) to ensure that they are compliant in providing adequate care for children. The section relating to opportunities for play and learning outlines a number of good practice recommendations to adhere to however there is no standardised set criteria or curriculum that childcare practitioners can adhere to. With no framework to follow childcare settings are in theory making up their own curriculum. With children having a very mixed inconsistent early years’ experience from one childcare provision to another. Early Childhood Education and Care (2012) found that curriculum and learning standards can have a positive impact on children’s learning and development however this can only happen if the quality of care is of a high standard as research has shown that if quality is low, it can have long-lasting detrimental effects on child development, instead of bringing positive effects.
	It is the Welsh Governments intention as outlined in Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan (2015) for all children in Wales to have a bright future, to have the right foundations for good health, be actively engaged in learning and be equipped with the skills to reach their full potential. One clear aim is to improve the quality of childcare in Wales including leadership, the workforce, the environment and the experience for the child and to work towards a more coherent system of assessing, tracking and monitoring the development and progress of children in the early years. Although this has been deemed as something very important by the Welsh Government we still have no clear standardised statutory framework to assess children against therefore until something is created this will be unmeasurable. 
Since the Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan (2015) launch there have been a number of positive changes in the childcare sector in Wales. Cwlwm (Childcare Wales Learning and Working Mutually) group were set up to bring together the five leading child care organisations in Wales to deliver a bilingual integrated service to ensure the best possible outcomes for children and families across Wales and the All Wales Induction Framework (2019) for early years and childcare was developed to help boost the confidence and skills of early years and childcare workers.
	In 2019 Mark Drakeford First Minister for Wales outlined in a cabinet statement that the Welsh Government had an intention to create a single, high-quality, child-centered approach to early childhood education and care. He stated that:
‘In Wales, we have excellent childcare provision across the early years and a long-established and well-regarded early education offer for three and four-year-olds, in the Foundation Phase. The new approach to early childhood education and care will be built on these foundations and at its core is the aim that all children will have a high-quality stimulating learning and care experience in any education and care setting they attend – in Welsh, English or bilingually. Putting child development at the heart of early childhood education’. 
	Although this has been outlined to happen over the next decade it is a positive step forward to having a standardised framework so that all children in Wales will benefit from experiencing the same early years education. 
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