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Task 1.
The integration of play into early years curricula is supported by decades of research into child development, further reflected in Donaldson’s most recent review of curricula since The Foundation Phase was fully implemented in 2012. The Foundation Phase marked a departure from the previous Key Stage 1 National curriculum, replacing a formal, competency- based approach with a curriculum designed to provide children with a play-based approach to teaching and learning. The approach placed significant emphasis of the concept ‘the unique child’ and the importance of children’s well-being, advocating a need for a balance between child initiated and practitioner directed learning. Howard and McInnes (2012) describes children as ‘intrinsically motivated to play’, thus a play-based curriculum can be viewed as beneficial to build on this motivation, using play as a context for learning. In such context, children are exposed to opportunities of exploration, experimenting, discovery and solving problems in imaginative and playful ways.
However, as research shows, implementing a play-based curriculum is not without challenge, and this piece seeks to explore and identify the opportunities, in addition to the challenges of implementing a play- based curricula. The focus will be the subjects of implementing the outdoors as a resource for learning and the role of families within a curriculum. The Foundation Phase and alternative approaches including Reggio Emilia and Te Wharikki who also support the ethos of play-based learning and underpinned by constructivist theories of learning will be discussed. 
Early theoretical perspectives have historically highlighted the value of outdoor learning, influencing the growth of early childhood practice and provision. Froebel, Montessori, and Pestalozzi (cited in Kadima, 2011), place distinct emphasis on the significance of outdoor learning environments for children with Bilton (2002) further stating outdoor learning has a positive role: specifically in education.
According to Welsh Assembly Government (2009), Wales leads the UK in its development of outdoor learning and believed the implementation of The Foundation Phase would further ensure Wales stayed at the forefront of experiential learning, of which outdoor learning is such a vital element. The initial Foundation Phase (2008) viewed the outdoors as the ideal environment for engagement in experiential learning and suggested an increase of its utilisation to enhance education. In contrast to the indoor environment, the outdoors offers children unique opportunities for creativity, physical exercise, to problem solve and take risks, Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (2019). The outdoors has an abundance of stimuli, including weather, sounds, smells, and textures which can potentially enrich and enhance a child’s learning environment. Moreover, outdoor learning can enhance all other aspects of development, including, social, physical, and personal. Welsh Assembly Government (2009) believe children who develop these skills well are better equipped to learn and furthermore, retain that learning, emphasising the use of the outdoor environment as a resource for learning. Moreover, The Foundation Phase (2015) placed a greater emphasis on utilising the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning further describing their vision for 

outdoor environments as those which can promote children’s development and natural curiosity to explore, whilst actively learning through first-hand experiences, all of which is supported by Piaget’s (1952) theory suggesting when children are provided with first-hand experiential experiences using play as vehicle to learn, it enables them to practice skills and consolidate their learning. To achieve this effectively, the role of the practitioner was identified as vital in ensuring children access outdoor learning, gaining valuable opportunities to learn. 
Brooker (2011) suggests The Foundation Phase framework can be associated with international approaches to early years education and care, also built on a commitment to play-based learning. Indeed, The Te Whāriki approach puts play-based learning and first-hand experiences at the centre of curriculum objective. Unlike The Foundation Phase, Te Whāriki is not a set of developmental milestones, instead seeks to identify aspirations of children. It portrays a vision for each child that focuses on developing the knowledge, skills, attitudes, learning dispositions and ability to develop working theories required to be a robust and resilient learner entering education. The approach is underpinned by a vision that views children as confident and competent learners from birth and are described by Ministry of Education (no date) as able to learn best when engaging in meaningful interactions with others, and, when exposed to effective indoor and outdoor environments. 
Like The Foundation Phase, Te Whāriki approach advocates the value of an outdoor learning environment as a resource for education, further emphasising outdoor learning environment within the exploration strand of curricula. The inclusive approach works on a vision that when children are in an empowering outdoor environment, they have autonomy to create and act on their own ideas, developing knowledge and skills in areas that are of interest to them and, progressively, to make decisions and judgements on subjects relating to them. Access to outdoor learning is valued, and practitioner- initiated experiences are seen as essential in empowering ALL children to achieve success. This is said to require a skilled practitioner to actively respond to the individual capabilities of each child and, when needed, offer additional support in relation to individual learning, behaviour, development, or communication needs. Interactions like this are supported by Vygotsky’s (1934) theory that believe when children are guided by a more knowledgeable other (MKO) it increases the likelihood of them achieving learning outcomes.
However, despite clear guidance released for effectively implementing outdoor learning, evaluations of both curriculums have shown variations of practice and educational settings ability to provide this for young learners. 


The Foundation Phase vision to promote the outdoor environment for teaching and learning was reinforced by additional capital grants made available to schools and funded non-maintained settings. Taylor et al (2015) states that between 2004-2012, £36 million was invested to allow educational settings to develop their outdoor learning environments and promote children’s access to the outdoors. Despite this, in 2013, an Independent Stocktake of The Foundation Phase (2014) identified a considerable variability of the quality of implementation of The Foundation Phase. Siraj- Blatchford et al (2006) identified nursery schools in Wales as those who were seen to be capable of delivering the most effective Foundation Phase implementation in comparison with funded non-maintained settings. However, considerations of the differences in quality across sectors in Wales were difficult to identify, largely due to the inspection processes and procedures of ESTYN and CSSIW being historically different. 
Furthermore, a later evaluation of The Foundation Phase (2015) highlighted the same concerns were still apparent. Indeed, the evaluation identified implementation of The Foundation Phase had led to a significant change in outdoor learning environments for many schools, in addition to a considerable increase in utilising the outdoors as a learning platform with better resources available. Despite this, the evaluation showed that 75% of practitioners reported using the outdoors as a learning environment at least two or three times a week with only 34% using it daily contradicting the vision The Foundation Phase had prior to implementation. Further research by Bilton and Waters (2017) highlighted variations in practice, reinforcing the need for guidance to allow consistency of delivery and support practitioners balance the demands of a play-based centred approach with a structured curriculum. As a result of the evaluation, recommendations were made, including number 19 which stated that practitioners should be encouraged to use a variety of learning zones, both indoors and outdoors more frequently to ensure quality learning outdoors would be made available to children.
[bookmark: _Hlk67219252]Likewise, a review of implementation effectiveness of Te Whāriki by Education Review Office (2017) also highlighted a variability in implementation, however it was concluded this was impacting negatively on the consistency of teaching practice in some of the services and not on the experiences being offered to children. Different levels of enthusiasm and commitment to outdoor learning were further reported challenges, in addition to practitioners difficulty in adapting their practice from the familiar 1996 version of Te Whāriki to the updated 2017 curriculum document. An inconsistency of practice was a recurring theme in the findings of this evaluation. The report recognised leaders and practitioners were at different stages of their own learning and some lacked understanding Te Whāriki and how to effectively engage with it. The review encouraged practitioners to identify their next steps and prioritise opportunities for professional development in order to improve quality and achieve equitable outcomes for children. A further review by Education Review Office (2018) showed the engagement in professional learning development was high-level. 80% of the 290 services were reported to have accessed professional learning from the range of 

opportunities available. As a result of this, findings showed a high level of awareness, understanding and growing confidence amongst practitioners in working with Te Whāriki, suggesting recommendations were effective in raising standards of practice.  
An equally important aspect of consideration in implementing curricula is that of the role of the parent and family. The foundation years are vitally important both in their own right and for promoting future life chances in which parents have a crucial part to play. Indeed, family engagement has shown to be an important factor in implementing a successful early childhood curriculum. According to Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) a child’s cognitive, social, and emotional development is significantly affected by the degree of parental involvement in their education. Furthermore, Henderson et al (2007) state children of families that are involved in their children’s education have been shown to excel academically. Involved parents are able to make a positive and lasting impact on their children’s learning ability, and as Welsh Government (2016) states if educational settings can assist parents to provide an improved home learning environment and knowledge on ways to enrich their child’s learning during the Foundation Phase, they will be enabling children to achieve their potential with guidance and support from adults who care for them.
Indeed, The Foundation Positive radiates an appreciation of parents/carers, recognising they are children’s first educators. Furthermore, encouragement for practitioners to foster positive partnerships with the home to enhance children’s learning experiences are identified in curriculum guidance. Partnerships between home and practitioners is underpinned in Bronfenbrennar’s (1979) theory which stated child development is affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment (including home and school), and when interactions between caregivers in the different systems are positive, it naturally has a positive impact on the child’s ability to succeed. Moreover, Panworld Education (2017) suggest parents who have knowledge and understanding of their child’s curriculum are equipped to establish an effective connection between home and school. This connection is identified as a key component of child’s development, which in turn supports further learning and creates positive experiences when implementing a curriculum. 
A similar ethos to partnership working can be seen in the Reggio Emilia approach. The Reggio approach views parents as an essential resource to the child's learning, describing when implementing the curriculum and whilst promoting learning, practitioners, parents, and children are seen as collaborators. The Compass School (2015) explain parents are viewed as vital contributors to the philosophy and are encouraged to engage in every aspect of the curriculum. Supporting The Foundation Phase beliefs, Reggio practitioners recognize and respect parents as a child’s primary teacher, seeking to create positive partnerships. Reggio Emilia (2015) explain positive partnerships are viewed as vital in creating positive and productive learning environments adding practitioners actively respect and respond to the needs and desires of the parents and strive to help them in bettering their child's education. 

As aforementioned, including parents effectively into curriculum implementation has revealed there are indeed challenges. A study conducted by Smith (2014) showed parental perceptions of the Reggio Emilia approach. Findings reported that although they were well informed of child’s progress and practitioners were reported to build and maintain positive partnerships with parents, parents also expressed concerns and had greater difficulty in describing the program curriculum and pedagogy. Moreover, parents also indicated their perceptions of the curriculum as lacking both structure and focus on academic skills.
Challenges were also identified within social research into the implementation of The Foundation Phase conducted by Welsh Government (2014). The majority of parents/carers were reported to agree with The Foundation Phase principles, reporting high levels of satisfaction with their child’s education. Latter evaluations into The Foundation Phase (2015) showed considerable support from parents towards their child’s education, with 80% of parents supporting a varied, interesting, explorative, and investigative curriculum which covered a broad range of skills. 
However, although an aim of the Foundation Phase, parent/school partnerships appear to be unchanged since implementation, remaining similar to that of the situation under previous Key Stage 1 curriculum. National survey data indicated that settings did not generally perceive parents/carers to have been very involved in the implementation of the Foundation Phase, with only 20% of schools indicating parents had played a role in implementation (Welsh Government, 2014). Recommendations were made within the final (2015) report stating that more attention should be given to the role of parents/families in delivery of Foundation Phase, further reinforced in Foundation Phase Action Plan in 2016, which aimed to improve practice in including parents in implementing and delivering the curriculum. 
To conclude, the review conducted by Donaldson identified many strengths to The Foundation Phase. However, as a result of the review it was clear there was a need for an educational reform due to limitations highlighted surrounding implementation and delivery of curriculum. The new curriculum has been designed to decrease highlighted limitations and the impact they may have on children and families in Wales, seeking to raise standards of teaching and learning.







Task 2.
The purpose of this piece aims to define the purpose of assessment, placing particular focus on The Foundation Phase profile, whilst making comparisons to international approaches to assessment, namely The Reggio Emilia Approach. It will also critically analyse how formative assessment may support pupils’ learning, supported by academic research and theoretical perspectives on child development and children’s learning.
According to Harlen (2007) the reasons why and how we assess learners can have a considerable impact on their educational experience and consequently on how and what they learn. These sentiments are echoed in the words of Race et al (2013) suggesting,
‘Nothing we do to, or for our students is more important than our assessment of their work and the feedback we give them on it. The results of our assessment influence students for the rest of their lives...'.
Over the last decade assessment has become a valuable part of educational processes, advancing considerably over the past years (Hall and Burke, 2004). The reform of the education system and inception of The Foundation Phase in 2008 further emphasised the need to explore how practitioners teach and how children are taught (Butt, 2010). Through assessment, practitioners are able to gain a unique insight into children’s interests and capabilities, an opportunity for which Liang and Creasy (2004) suggests allows practitioners to respond to learners learning needs and strengths by modifying their teaching strategies.
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2014) describes education systems in Wales as built on foundations of equity guidelines. Under the Education Act 2002, The Foundation Phase framework sought to promote inclusion, whilst ensuring every learner accesses education regardless of their age, ability, or any special educational need. In addition, the educational framework aimed to “help everyone reach their potential, reduce inequality, and improve economic and social well-being”, Welsh Government (2013). As part of the inception of the curriculum and as a key element of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (2014), The Foundation Phase Profile was created and developed as a summative assessment tool, utilising practitioner observation in addition to formative assessment. The implementation comes with Welsh Government (2017) belief this will afford practitioners a holistic view of children’s development, strengths, and difficulties in key areas, in addition to individual stages of learning, also known as ‘The Unique Child’. This in turn ensures practitioners are equipped with the knowledge to plan a curriculum for learners appropriate to their stage of learning. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2012) describes an approach which is explicitly developmental with a clear emphasis on individuality of learners. 

The framework views child development as unique and not tied to chronological age, whilst recognising the potential of individual variations in achievement within all areas of development and learning. This approach broadly relates to constructivist theories of learning, including Bruner (1976) and Piaget (1936) who both viewed children as active learners possessing an intrinsic motivation to learn. Furthermore, Piaget (1936) identified stages of learning and believed children move through these sequentially, but at different rates. 
However, the inclusion of age and stage outcomes for children to achieve within the seven areas of learning can be seen to contradict the ethos of the play-based curriculum in addition to theoretical perspectives which underpin it. Despite a curriculum described as promoting play-based experiences, diversity, and emphasis on individualism of learning, skills- based learning outcomes which focus solely on age and stage of development are expected to be achieved. The broad range of skills can be seen as detrimental to practitioners ability to view ‘The Unique child’ when the outcomes are fundamentally generic, potentially limiting the short and long-term achievements of specifically disadvantaged learners and/or those with additional needs who may not possess such skills suggests Social Mobility & Child Poverty Commission (2014). 
In addition, the Year 2 statutory Foundation Phase End of Phase Assessment signals a move towards more formal methods of teaching as opposed to a play- based curriculum learners should be exposed to. Indeed, as part of a consultation document, The Learning Country: The Foundation Phase – 3 to 7 years (2003) concerns were raised surrounding the move towards formal teaching resulting in children underachieving and attaining lower standards in ks1. However, despite inception of a new curriculum which sought to improve standards, the same concerns were still apparent in evaluative reports into Foundation Phase practice. Point 2.9 within the final report of evaluating The Foundation Phase (2015) reported a significant variation in delivery of curriculum, especially in Year 2 classrooms, citing the introduction of Year 2 statutory assessment in 2012/13 as one of the reasons for a decline in educational achievement. Moreover, the need for these tests and the impact on children’s mental health and well-being must be considered. A survey undertaken by the Guardian in 2017 stated that 82% of practitioners who participated in the survey reported an increase in mental health issues among primary school learners specifically around the time of the tests. 
To support this analysis of the Foundation Phase assessment, international approaches were explored. Amongst them were those that are commonly seen to represent good practice within the field of early childhood education and care. For the purpose of this piece the Reggio Emilia approach, originating in Northern Italy will be discussed. The approach is underpinned by sociocultural theories and a child-centred tradition underpinned by constructivist/developmental theory. In contrast to The Foundation Phase, the approach is based on beliefs and confidence in the child to be competent to direct their own learning, thus follows a curriculum directed by the child as opposed to a statutory curricula framework.
Stoudt (2021) explains The Reggio Emilia approach to early years education puts children at the core of the learning process. Children are seen as capable, curious individuals with the capability and potential to create and develop their own learning from their environment alongside the relationships they build with others. The philosophy includes four key principles focussing on a child's natural development of learning. The approach combines a blend of child-centred and practitioner directed experiences, adopting the belief that learning must make sense to the child to create effective and meaningful experiences.
Moreover, the child's ideas are valued, and encouragement is given to follow their own unique learning trajectory. Individual learning and control over the direction of the curriculum is driven by the child who actively plays a vital role in co-constructing their own learning through their own knowledge and skills. It is believed that a child's innate sense of curiosity, along with their natural learning potential will foster a passion to learn, allowing them opportunities to succeed as they mature. Indeed, Gestwicki (2007) suggests it is this curiosity and potential that will ultimately determine the path of all learning which follows. 
In contrast to The Foundation Phase, each setting that follows the Reggio Emilia approach has its own unique learning environment. The philosophy is flexible in its approach and Hewett (2001) states no setting will be the same. Each setting draws from and adapts their unique environment around the fundamental principles Reggio Emilia is built upon. The topics and direction of learning derives from the children themselves and the curriculum is determined on what is known to be interesting or valuable to the individual child.
To facilitate and assess this learning, Reggio practitioners are seen to play a vital role. According to Wortham (2010) practitioners should adopt a dual role within the learning environment. Primarily, their role is to learn alongside children, engaging and participating in learning experiences as a guide and resource. Secondly, informal assessment of learning is undertaken through careful observations, in addition to tracking children’s learning growth which enables them to create strategies which empower learners to build upon their interest and enrich learning opportunities. Dictated by the child, projects are created which they can return to when they wish as opposed to following a formal educational approach. The heart of Reggio-inspired assessment is to make student learning and thinking visual and practitioners focus on telling the story of the learning, or the process, rather than only displaying the finished product.
  


Task 3Does role play have a place in The Foundation Phase?
Why Play?
Concerns regarding the decline of children’s emotional health and well-being, especially in the UK (UNICEF, 2007) has led to a range of play-based policy initiatives and programmes being created and implemented to bring the concept of play to the forefront of early years curricula. Well-being can be defined in different ways but is generally understood to encompass physical, social, and emotional health (Statham & Chase 2010). The link between play and wellbeing is well documented thanks to numerous studies into how play is crucial for children’s emotional, social, cognitive, and physical development. Furthermore, The Mental Health Foundation (2016) states that “being in good physical health, a balanced diet and exposure to indoor and outdoor play” can help keep children and young people mentally well. Significantly, in 2010, Wales became the first country in the world to legislate Play with the Welsh Government emphasising the value and significance it holds in the lives of young children (Welsh Government, 2012).  
The fundamental right to play is enshrined in UNCRC Article 31, furthermore underpinning delivery of the statutory Foundation Phase framework. The Foundation Phase was introduced in 2008, one of many reforms introduced by Welsh Assembly Government as part of the One Wales Programme (2007). It sought to change and improve early years educational approaches in Wales by offering a developmentally appropriate play-based curriculum, supporting children’s unique needs and interests. Drawing on evidence from early years approaches in Scandinavia and Reggio Emilia who believe children learn best by doing, the Welsh Government aimed to provide children with opportunities of learning, gaining first-hand experiences through play and active involvement. 
With this in mind, the concept of play is one which has been influenced from historical 18th century research by Rousseau, followed by 19th century perspectives from Froebel and Montessori and more recently in the 20th century, Piaget, Vygotsky, Montessori, and Bruner. Each have written about the value of play, devising different stages of play children move through as they mature.  However, despite these differences, they all conclude that play is essential to children’s learning, with similar sentiments surrounding play echoed by Rumbold, stating:
“Play that is well planned and pleasurable helps children to think, to increase their understanding and to improve their language competence. It allows children to be creative, to explore and investigate materials, to experiment and to draw and test their conclusions…..Such experience is important in catching and sustaining children’s interests and motivating their learning as individuals and in co-operation with others” (Rumbold Report, 1990).

The introduction of the holistic play-based learning continuum was based on Welsh Government (2015) belief that play should be an essential part of the curriculum and therefore should be an entitlement for all 3–7-year-olds in Wales. It identified the formative years as a period in a child’s life where learning develops rapidly, therefore sought 




to implement a curriculum which encompassed the developmental needs of children, whilst promoting equality of opportunity for all. The Foundation Phase state that through ‘play’ children will be exposed to first-hand experiences, allowing children to cultivate an understanding of themselves and an awareness of the world around them. One of the many types of play in which children can be exposed to beneficial experiences is role play. It is an experience that allows children to explore realistic scenarios by interacting with others in a controlled way. Depending on the intention of the activity, children may play a role similar to their own (or their likely one in the future) or could play the opposite part of the interaction. Both options promote significant learning, with the former allowing experience to be gained and the latter encouraging the child to develop an understanding of the situation from the ‘opposite’ point of view.
What are the benefits of role play on children’s learning in The Foundation Phase?
When children are ‘in play’, they are not pondering the learning outcomes they may achieve, yet, when actively engaged in role play, children unknowingly have the potential to create powerful learning opportunities across all areas of the curriculum, and as suggested by Singer et al (2006) in other areas of development such as social, emotional, and physical. Child development and learning are both complex and holistic, and yet skills across the range of developmental domains can be enhanced in play. Indeed, Gleave and Hamilton (2012) believe children’s exposure to a breadth of skills in well-planned play can promote child development and learning competencies within the seven areas of learning. 
 Role play promotes children’s thinking and learning processes. Quality role play opportunities allow children to actively explore a range of literacy and mathematical concepts. The range of cross curricula concepts that can be explored during role play is broad, yet extremely beneficial to children’s development and significant in enhancing their level of competency. Indeed, for example, a study by Williams (2014) suggest play is useful for mathematical learning, and possibilities for children to engage in complex mathematics are available through role play. For instance, within a fruit and veg shop role play area, children will be exposed to letter, number, shape, size, and colour. In addition, literacy and oracy skills can be enhanced through participation allowing further learning to be achieved. Indeed, role play can be seen to offer a foundation on which experiences can be created and extended with such everyday experiences forming the foundation for later mathematics and literacy skills in which children can elaborate and utilise ideas for future use.
Additionally, children have opportunities to develop vital social and language skills through play-based interactions with others. Many psychologists have observed the significant connection between role play and children’s developing language skills. When children are able to apply their language skills to engage in role play, Roskos and Christie (2011) believe rich collaborative dialogues are enabled. Furthermore, Berk (2001) states when children are able to utilise grammatical rules of language appropriately, their language skills can be enhanced when participating in role play and meaningful interactions with others, whether it be their peers or practitioners. Indeed, Hedges (2000) supports Montessori’s (2019) perception of children as ‘hands-on’ learners, who acquire knowledge and skills through play- based interactions with others. 


So, what is the role of the practitioner in role play?
 The Reggio Emilia (2020) approach emphasises a co-learning environment in particular valuing the role of the practitioner to facilitate play to extend learning opportunities in play. The image of the child is seen to shape the role the practitioner will assume to support the child.
Similarly, The Foundation Phase (2015) state that all practitioners must have a sound understanding how children develop to enable them to plan and provide an appropriate curriculum for the developing child. Moreover, the practitioners role is to understand, inspire, whilst challenge children’s potential for learning, actively engaging in interactions of open questioning, shared and sustained thinking with children in their care. Arnerich (2019) suggests Sustained shared thinking in role play has many benefits including opportunities for both child and practitioner to share and understand knowledge, encourage the act of thinking and valuing and understanding other perspectives.
However, despite clear role requirements, research undertaken for the Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2014) found that approximately only twenty five percent of all provisions in Wales were implementing the curriculum well, potentially reducing children’s exposure to the benefits a play- based curricula may bring.
What now? Will the new curriculum differ?
As a result of concerns regarding continuity in primary education in Wales, an independent review was conducted by Professor Donaldson. The findings described The Foundation Phase being described as one of the ‘best things’ (p17) of Welsh Education, however it was viewed as outdated in its ability to meet the evolving needs of children in the 21st century. Furthermore, The Foundation Phase Curriculum was viewed as a ‘very real strength’ (p21) on which to build the new Successful Futures (2015) curriculum which is expected to be fully implemented by September 2021.
Research on the value of play on learning and development is undeniable and perhaps the reason why the new curriculum still emphasises the value of play- based learning within the four purposes. However, to further enrich children’s experiences, embodying better learning and higher standards for all, it seeks to enhance learning environments with real life opportunities to ensure children achieve skills, ensuring success in later life.
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