	
	
	



The Foundation Phase and Early Years Curricula – ECEY6001/C
Section 1
According to Welsh Government (2015) the Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum in Wales for all 3- to 7-year-olds which aims to encourage children's holistic learning through practical activities and active learning both in and outdoors through 7 areas of learning. Welsh Government (2018) adds that children will be provided with opportunities to understand how things works and explore surrounding environments while taking part in appropriate activities related to developmental stage.
Taylor et al. (2014) report of evaluating the Foundation Phase and Siraj et al. (2014) report of an independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales are the key documents that look at how well the Foundation Phase was implemented. 
One key finding stated in Taylor et al. (2014) evaluation report was that there were higher levels of pupil involvement and improved wellbeing during learning. The evaluation report goes onto say that improved wellbeing has benefits to children's successful education as children grow up and adds that three-quarters of practitioners thought that the Foundation Phase was having positive improvements to overall wellbeing. Similarly, Siraj et al. (2014) independent stocktake report also states that children's wellbeing is improving due to the impact of the Foundation Phase implementation. However, in the Siraj et al. (2014) stocktake report, one recommendation mentions focusing on a child's well-being to allow measurement of progression at the end of the Foundation Phase. Department of Education (2019) explains that wellbeing is a vital part of the holistic education of children and the development of the whole child's physical, intellectual, emotional and social needs being met. According to Department for Education (2012) paying less attention to children's wellbeing and more on other aspects of education such as educational outcomes and grades, allows children's wellbeing to decrease and are more likely to become socially isolated as they progress through school. 
Welsh Government (2015) document on Foundation Phase Framework demonstrates the importance of wellbeing in education and states that wellbeing is at the centre of everything. Welsh Government (2012) document agrees and explains that placing wellbeing at the core of the Foundation Phase ensures children's attitudes, learning and development are supported through appropriate experiences and interesting and stimulating activities which result in greater social competence and higher overall achievement.   
National Children Bureau (no date) states that education settings such as schools provide an ideal environment for promoting and improving the wellbeing of children, Gutman and Feinstein (2008) agrees and explains the school environment has been found to play an important role in looking after children's wellbeing. However, Hayes et al (2019) explains that currently, some schools are more focused on the academic progress rather than focusing on children's wellbeing which goes against what the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) is ultimately based around. The Mental Health Foundation (2018) goes onto say that teachers have expressed concern about how wellbeing is not supported or taught with as much commitment as academic work such as numeracy and literacy although it's believed to be just as important, if not more so which again goes against the core principles of the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) However, Donaldson (2015) emphasises the importance of wellbeing in the new curriculum and the intention for the child's wellbeing to be one of the main focuses. 
One theorist that supports children's wellbeing is Bronfenbrenner (1992) with the ecological system theory. The theory places the child at the centre and views child's development through a system of different levels, focusing on things close to the child and things broader (Carter and Anderson, no date) According to Elliott and Davis (2020) the ecological system places educational settings such as schools and teachers in the second layer of the system therefore proving how effective and influential schools can be on a child's life so it is important that practitioners ensure well-being is addressed and supported correctly (Newland, 2015) even if more training is needed. 
Looking at the new curriculum for Wales, Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures report even more so than Welsh Government (2015) Foundation Phase Framework focuses and relates to the child's wellbeing and has stated that it is essential that all parts of the new curriculum will interest all children to help them achieve through different ways while including ‘health and wellbeing’ in one of the six areas of learning of the new curriculum. From this, it is evident that the recommendation in the Siraj et al. (2014) stocktake report and Taylor et al. (2015) Foundation Phase Evaluation was taken on board for the roll out of the new curriculum. 
To ensure wellbeing is the focus in practise with the new curriculum when implemented, practitioners must ensure they are trained sufficiently to be able to provide appropriate support for children and their wellbeing (Watson and Emery, 2012). This links to Taylor et al. (2015) evaluation of Foundation Phase as a recommendation in the report highlights the importance of training modules for practitioners to improve understanding. 
Albrecht (2019) states that one-way practitioners can ensure a focus is on children's wellbeing is by receiving information on implementing mindfulness strategies within the classroom are a beneficial way for teachers and staff to support children's wellbeing, however, goes onto say that sufficient training would be required for the rollout of the mindfulness exercises and activities to work effectively as mindfulness can improve overall wellbeing, minimise stress and allow children to become relaxed through self-awareness (Weare, 2012) This then links back to recommendations on the reports that talk about the need for more professional learning and training. However, Hutchinson et al. (2018) explains that mindfulness strategies may cause more harm to some children's well-being as being more self-aware can cause frustration and create negative experiences and attitudes for children. Although, a high percentage of professionals can confirm that mindfulness is useful for children's wellbeing as stated by Weare (2013) therefore these strategies and training could then be used when the new curriculum is rolled out as Donaldson (2015) highlights that healthy bodies and minds are the important to ensure children's health and wellbeing are being fully supported.  
According to Taylor et al. (2015) evaluating the Foundation Phase report, a play-based approach to teaching and learning was central to what the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) aimed to roll out for children and practitioners. Findings on the report go onto say that some children found they had more opportunity to free time play where child-initiated play was allowed, however there was a difference in opinion from other children who said play was more of an award. Adding onto this, Siraj et al. (2014) states in the independent stocktake report, the key to children having successful experiences within a play-based learning environment is all down to how well practitioners understand and the training process of practitioners, although practitioners did implement the play-based pedagogy. However, the report goes onto say that initially, practitioners who did not know how to structure a play-based environment returned to a more formal, adult led experience of teaching due to the importance of learning through play being misunderstood. 
Both Siraj et al. (2014) and Taylor et al. (2015) reports have multiple recommendations based on the need of a clearer understanding of the play-based approach after finding that practitioners did not have a real understanding of the role of play or child-initiated play and the need for the training of practitioners to ensure the curriculum is implemented effectively for children suggesting that the implementation of the central idea of play stated in the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) was not as successful as planned. Based on the aims of the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) the rationale behind the approach was that it was to be a child led, play based approach where play is central to the curriculum therefore the recommendations are a significant part of both reports. 
According to Whitebread et al. (2012) play is important as it allows children to experience creativity through active learning, who develop holistically which also benefits the healthy development of the brain. Herrington and Brussoni (2015) agrees and states that children become more engaged, are provided with greater independence and allows wellbeing benefits when play is involved as learning can take place in any type of setting as long as its child led. However, Rymanowicz (2015) explains that when play becomes more adult-led, the basic principles of child-initiated play are taken away meaning the experiences loses its purpose therefore when linking back to what the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) says about the importance of child initiated, learning needs to be the child's choice for learning to be effective and engaging. 
A theorist that recognises the importance of play is Piaget (1929). The theory reveals that as the child matures through education, the play element and environment should encourage development cognitively (Seifert, 2014) This links to what the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) intention was when the Foundation Phase was rolled out, as play allows children to develop play engagement while still providing effective learning (Ali et al, 2011) 
Another theorist that recognises play is Vygotsky (1978) cited in Holzman (2016) however the theory of the zone of proximal development focuses more on the principle that children require an adult to model appropriate behaviours and expectations of children as well as adults guiding children through the process, so children can complete tasks independently (Was and Golding, 2014) Vygotsky (1978) theory links to the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) in that play is a necessity for children. However, does not link to the fact that initiated play should be a child led experience for learning to be most effective for children and for adults to assist when asked (Robson, 2014)
When practitioners do not understand the role of play in learning, it can be easy for them to take over and now allow the child to learn in a play-based environment (Rose and Rogers, 2012) which goes against what the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) says about play being a central role in teaching and learning therefore practitioners have to gain knowledge about the importance of a play based learning environment and child led learning in order for them to be able to implement the pedagogy effectively (Walsh et al. 2010) However, Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) goes onto say that adults can understand why play is important by observing how children react when play in implemented in their learning, therefore adults must understand that providing and initiating a play-based activity within a classroom without taking over can be beneficial to children. 
For Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures curriculum to not face similar issues to the implementation of a how and what play based pedagogy should be, practitioners should be provided with more knowledge about why play is important for children's development and their learning (Mcinnes et al. 2011) However, even though the Donaldson (2015) report refers to children having access to play, the report does not have as much notion to a play-based curriculum in comparison to the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) suggesting that the new curriculum is not having play as a central role to a child's learning experience. 

Section 2
According to the Foundation phase Framework (2015) current assessment tracking is based on and age and stage related model which puts every child in the same box following the deficit model (Valenci, 2012) and assesses them on what children should typically be achieving at specific ages. Even though the age and stage assessment can be a beneficial way for teachers to make comparisons and have standardisation (Tower, 2016) there are disadvantages to this assessment process such as moving away from the unique child (Gaalen, 2011) and it does not give practitioners a whole picture as it does not tell us about a child's background. This links to Bronfenbrenner (1992) ecological systems theory. Oswalt (2021) describes the theory whereby everything that happens in a child's life and environment can affect how a child develops and grows therefore if practitioners do not understand a child's background, it can affect the outcomes of a child's assessment if a child are assessed as one generally (Hartas, 2011). Donaldson (2018) successful future report highlights some issues of concern regarding the Foundation Phase linked to national curriculum requirements (2014) stating that it can hinder progression due to requirements contributing to disengagements through progress through school.
Teacher TV (2015) recognised the importance of the unique child and has emphasis on ensuring there is an individualised approach that all children can thrive in their own way, that it is not set out that all children must go in the same direction. Early Education (2012) discusses the unique child in the Foundation Stage, even though this is an English curriculum, the same thought of the unique child is seen. It highlights that all children are unique and are seen as individuals that are always learning, learners that are confident and capable, who are self-assured amongst various aspects of learning areas. The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2017) rational talks about the importance of the unique child and allowing children to develop at their own unique pace and value the uniqueness of children, however, the assessment method that is currently used does not support that. Therefore, there is a need for changing of assessment as well as changes to the inspection process (Shalberg, no date) This shows that there are similarities between the Foundation Phase and Foundation Stage approach's, and both highlight the rational of the unique child. 
During inspection within the foundation phase, Estyn undertakes inspections that focuses on a genral framework for all schools in Wales which overall looks for standards, attitudes, teaching and learning experiences, support and guidance and leadership and management (Estyn, 2017) However, for the new curriculum, the assessment has changed significantly when it comes to inspections. New inspection procedures for schools will be this self-assessment procedure where schools will reflect on and assess their own performance then in turn Estyn will inspect on the bases of that self-assessment meaning that it is a more valuable process (Donaldson, 2015) According to McCormick and James (2018) the purpose of self-assessment is recognising strengths and weaknesses and to identify areas that need improving to improve school provision and ensure pupils achieve high standards. However, according to Harris and Brown (2018) self-assessment can be a challenging aspect within education, especially after having an approach whereby self-assessment was not undertaken within the inspection process but due to changes self-assessment needs to be implemented. One finding from Donaldson (2018) ‘A Learning Inspectorate’ report was if schools continued with this ‘high stake’ aspect of accountability whereby all aspects rely on Estyn's recommendations or grading, it is likely to undermine the government's aim for change with the new curriculum, therefore it cannot stay the same (Ofsted, 2015) This will help to facilitate that inspection is individualised and focuses on agreed areas resulting in a shift away from this ‘high-stake’ accountability that’s mentioned. 
Another reason why Estyn needs to change their inspection process is because assessment is changing within the new curriculum and now looks at progression steps (Welsh Government, 2018) According to Education Wales (2019) the successful futures and its assessment arrangements will be highlights that each child will progress at different rates or take different paths to develop levels of their learning therefore the new curriculum allows teaching that adapts to ways that best meets the need of individual pupils which recognises the importance of the unique child. Donaldson (2015) adds the new assessment methods allow for the individual journey of the child so focusing on what an individual child can do and how they are progressing and the view of the child as competent and capable. Public Health Wales (2015) summary of Graham Donaldson’s Report recognises that there are 5 new progression steps over the course of 3-to-16-year-olds that can move meaning that there are no age-related targets to meet resulting in a broader area of assessment and allows a flexible approach to follow the unique child's path of assessment. Education Wales (2019) adds the new curriculum allows teachers and children to be involved in co-constructing a new vision of what education should look like in Wales as schools individually will now design their own curriculums. Donaldson (2015) states that progression steps should be recognised within each area of learning and be developed the reflect the curriculum purposes and ensure instrumental and disciplinary learning are appropriate. Although these are set out for the new curriculum to be successful, however, there is no evidence of how professionals are going to be able to follow the unique child's path of assessment therefore a possible method of assessing children that could be beneficial for the new curriculum is learning stories (Pack, 2016)
Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir (2010) says that the learning stories were established and examined using the five domains of learning dispositions identified within the Tè Whariki curriculum. Adding onto this, Ministry of Education (2017) states that the Tè Whariki curriculum has a view of the child as competent and capable and follows the unique child therefore reinforcing the previously discussed point about why this would be a good model for the new curriculum to consider. McLachlan (2018) adds that the purpose of the assessment is to inform professionals and teachers about children's developmental learning and the curriculum allows the observation to be evaluated to ensure the children's needs are best met. 
According to Alexander (2021) a learning story is a document of what a teacher or parent has observed from an individual child and is usually written to provide evidence of what that unique child can do and has been doing rather than what they cannot do however, adds that it only becomes a learning story when an adult adds their own judgement on traits children show within learning. When observing what Educational Leadership Project Ltd (2019) says about learning stories, it can be said that the approach to the assessment within the new curriculum has similar views to what the central point of the learning stories are whereby children are seen as capable competent individuals, meaning that the intentions of Tè Wharikis learning stories and Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures have the same proposals. 
When looking at current foundation phase assessment, children are seen as an outcome level or a tick box (Welsh Government, 2015) therefore Carr and Lee (2012) recognise that learning stories can allow focus on the induvial child and highlights the importance of their individual skills. Nixon (2017) adds that learning stories can develop children's sense of identity as a child acknowledging and identifying their own way of learning and recognising what they can do leaves children with a high valued self-worth. Supporting children to develop an identity and supporting where their strengths and weakness are throughout the narrative is a positive aspect of what outcomes a learning story can have for children (Children Research Network, 2021) This then links back to what Donaldson (2015) says about one of the purposes of the new curriculum being that children have that sense of self, who they are and how they can contribute to the world when they leave education. 
Furthermore, Lee et al (2013) states that learning stories can allow practitioners to focus in on the unique child and support the approach whereby each child's progression is individual to them. When reflecting on the progressions steps in the new curriculum by Donaldson (2015), learning stories could be beneficial to this progression process as this method could inform practitioners with more depth about the child resulting in positive aspects for transition steps through education. As children progress through school and form relationships with other practitioners, these learning stories can provide other practitioners with information about what stage the individual unique child is at due to the level of detail provided and the richer narratives that can be relayed from learning stories (Southcott, 2015)
In the new curriculum, Donaldson (2015) highlights the importance of assessment process needing to be supportive of the unique child, also highlighting the want for learners and parents both being involved within the assessment process. However, as previously mentioned the new curriculum in Wales has no clear form of assessment. Looking at what Educational Leadership Project Ltd (2019) discusses about learning stories; it is evident that parent involvement is a key aspect to a learning story which indicates that including parents in the assessment process benefits children's progression and links back to an important aspect of the intention of the new curriculum. Where learning stories are used within the Tè Whariki curium, there is an equal partnership in that approach to education so that also reflects what is highlighted within the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) 
As previously discussed, there is a strong rationale for learning stories to be a part of assessment methods for the new curriculum however if these learning stories were to be successful and would facilitate the new curriculum to be successful, there are possible barriers that need to be shifted (Shaw, 2014)
Cullen (2007) implies that the Tè Whariki approach focuses more on an interest-based assessment approach, compared to skills or content-based approach which means that the assessment process relies on the teacher's ability to recognise skills that are relevant to children's learning. This then links back to the new curriculum whereby the curriculum is not a content-based approach (Donaldson, 2015). Blaiklock (2008) adds there is lack of understand of where, why and how to create learning stories which could result in consistency being a barrier throughout the unique child's progression. Drummond (2021) recognises that knowing how and what to write in a learning story will allow for the consistency if all practitioners ensure that depth of information and content being record is consistent. This would mean that practitioners would need to have an in-depth understanding of child development (Daniel et al, 2011), in depth understanding of the new curriculum and progression steps (Donaldson, 2015) and understanding on the unique child (Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes, 2017) to remain consistent. Within the evaluation of the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al, 2015) and the independent stocktake (Siraj et al, 2014) both mention the need for professional learning and the qualification levels of practitioners within schools. However, even though learning stories are seen as an empowering method of assessment for children as they allow children to choose certain aspects of learning (Sanson, 2015) it will also mean that practitioners will need to step back and trust that children will take part and not follow traditional trajectory (Hyde, 2012) therefore a shared understanding about the importance of assessing children in this way is necessary for practitioners as there would be a sense of unfairness within settings if practitioners were to undertake these assessments without a level of understanding (Tierney, 2013) This need for shared understanding within education about child-led learning was highlighted within the Foundation Phase evaluation report (Taylor et al, 2015)
Zhang (2016) had views based around learning stories tedious. Similarly, when analysing Loggenberg (2011) study, there were findings that revealed teachers believed learning stories were time-consuming. Knauf (2020) adds that these learning stories have got to be a detailed piece of assessment so that it can outline children's progress through education.  Some learning stories include photographs of what children are engaging in, what interests children have and what children are doing which again supports the point of learning stories being timely (Carr and Lee, 2019) Something that links to this is the amount of non-contact time practitioners have with children.  According to NASUWT (no date) in most cases, teachers within education only have a certain percentage of non-contact time from children which is to be used for planning, preparation and assessment (PPA). UNISON (2012) adds that unlike teachers, other staff such as teaching assistants, are employed on a term-time contract and only get paid for the time they are with the children. Therefore, these aspects must be considered when staff are expected to take part in these kinds of assessment and expected to complete assessment learning stories when other aspects of their roles must be recognised. This links to the funding that is being made available for the development for the new curriculum and the 21st century schools funding budget that’s mentioned in Senedd.tv (2021) by the Minister of Education Kirsty Williams, meaning there are aspects in place to potentially support this development.  


Blog 
The outdoors isn't used enough to support children's learning. 
When working within education settings, it has often crossed my mind about why the outdoors is not used as often as it could be within settings to support children and their learning. Could there be a misunderstanding of the importance outdoor learning has for children? 
According to Marchant et al (2019) an outdoor learning approach can be used for a richer learning experience, enhance interests and improve overall health and well-being. 
The Foundation Phase Outdoor handbook (2018) recognises the benefits that outdoors can have on children's learning such as allowing physical actives, help children understand how to be sustainable and gives children opportunities to experience nature. However, during the Foundation Phase Evaluation (Welsh Government 2015b: 64) practitioners stated, when asked, that outdoor learning opportunities were mostly dependant on the weather conditions so I feel there needs to be a way in which practitioners gain some understanding about the fact that the weather should not prevent children from experiencing the outdoors and what it has to offer. 
The Foundation Phase Evaluation (Welsh Government 2015b: 64) also found that the outdoors was not always openly available in most settings especially within year 1 and 2 classrooms which is ultimately what the outdoors should be doing, so it can be quiet concerning that there's this limitation. (Siraj et al, 2014) highlights within the independent stocktake that there are more aspects of formal learning that are undertaken in year 1 and year 2 classes so that moves away from a play-based curriculum and has an impact on the amount of access children have to the outdoors. Watts (2020) demonstrates understanding that older children in the foundation phase should have the same access to sand and water availability and outdoor areas that children lower down in the school have although this does not tend to happen. For practitioners to understand the benefits the outdoors can have for children, a sufficient amount of training is necessary before the implementing of the New Curriculum for Wales (2020) where the four purposes of this new curriculum have close links to the outdoors making children ambitious learners, who are ready to live fulfilling lives as valued members of society so, Donaldson (2015) approach in the new curriculum allows opportunities to improve practise as well as contributing to children reaching the four purposes mention by Welsh Government (2015) through outdoor engagement.
This has connections to Froebel Trust (no date) principles where the importance of children experiencing nature, engaging with life cycles and benefits nature and outdoor learning is highlighted. What links to this is the new curriculums four purposes, which one highlights that children should become ethical informed citizens of the world and part of doing that is engaging with nature and valuing the smallest aspects of nature. So, from discussions had by Moss (no date) if children do not have access to an outdoor learning environment, they are then missing out on engaging with nature and the benefits it has which emphasises my point of the implications lack of outdoors has on supporting children. 
According to Kalpogianni (2019) one of the main factors preventing children from engaging with the outdoors is parent and practitioner concerns of risk and safety. However, Tovey (2007) explains that outdoors provides more opportunities for children to engage in risk and says often children say that they feel a greater sense of freedom when their outdoors so if practitioners understand how to support children and their risk within the outdoors, it can really allow children to become confident while outdoors. So why wouldn’t risk be support within children's learning? 
Play Wales (2021) highlights that children can become resilient when given the opportunity to take part in the risk-taking within the outdoors which gives children the chance to experience problem solving, manage emotions and understand that doing things wrong but when overcoming and understanding that making mistake is part of life. Martínez-Martí and Ruch (2017) says it can result in children having a positive self-esteem which can lead to positive attitudes towards all aspects of outdoor learning. Therefore, using the outdoors and allowing risk should be and essential part of children's school and learning experience.  
Practitioners' perceptions of the outdoors being a learning environment could be another reason why children aren't experiencing the outdoors as often as they could be. Some practitioners view the outdoor space as a place where children go when it is play time or break time always from their taught lessons. Although as research by Blanchet-Cohen and Elliot (2011) shows that the outdoors is important to allow children to effectively engage with their interests and supports children's understanding of the world around them. So, practitioners should aim to view the outdoors as a place that children can learn valuable life lessons and a place when children can become sustainable members of the world. 
The outdoors can be linked to children's rights and as mentioned in the UNCRC (1990) children have the right to have different experiences and to have healthy lives.  So, if practitioners take away outdoor experiences and learning, it may mean that they are not fully supporting the rights of the child and Ouvry and Furtado (2019) mentions that more understanding of the beneficial impact the outdoors can have for children would be needed to ensure children's rights are being met. 
So, the possibilities the outdoors has for children are endless. Practitioners should trust evidence that is packed into Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) document where the outdoors can leave children with lifelong skills and experiences compared undertaking formal work within indoor facilities and a shared understanding of the importance of the outdoors is needed for this lack of outdoor use stigma to be ended. 
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