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The Foundation Phase and Early Years Curricula
The National Assembly for Wales (2001) created a vision document The Learning Country with the intention to ‘build stronger foundations for learning in primary schools with a radical improvement for early years provision.’ It was voiced that Wales shared key objectives with England but would need to meet these objectives with a different course of action. There was an emphasis on the need to promote equality of opportunity and the need to tackle social disadvantage in Wales was also highlighted (Welsh Government, 2012a). Following this the National Assembly for Wales (2003) document The Learning Country: Foundation Phase 3-7 years proposed a scheme for the Foundation Phase which suggested developing a curriculum that connected with the curriculum document for children aged 3-5 Desirable Outcomes for Children’s Learning Before Compulsory School Age ACCAC (2000) which would strengthen the principles and practice already embedded. 
National Assembly for Wales (2003) stated that findings found that teachers may have been introducing formal approaches too early in childhood which could lead to lower attainment levels. In addition to this National Assembly for Wales (2003) also noted that other counties were also delaying formal teaching until later in childhood. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) highlight concerns for children’s reading and writing and state that prematurely putting too much pressure on children to read and write can have be counter-productive and increases the risk that children will lose both confidence and a love of learning. Welsh Government (2015a) voiced within their evaluation of the Foundation Phase that the Foundation Phase is linked with improved attainment for pupils eligible for free school meals, but the evaluation shows no evidence to suggest any seen impact so far on reducing inequalities. 
The Foundation Phase Framework was underpinned with consideration given to constructivist theories of learning, valued early childhood philosophies and practices across the world with definite focus on the individual child, emphasising the importance of socio-cultural ideas of empowerment and play in children’s learning (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). An evaluation report carried out by Welsh Government (2012b) stated that the Foundation Phase Framework closely aligned and included elements of different internationally respected and valued approaches to early childhood education and care by advocating an experimental, developmental, play-based approach to teaching and learning. (Welsh Government, 2014b). However, there are no less than three differences within the Foundation Phase in contrast to the international approaches which include the need for children to develop key skills and outcomes by determined ages, a balanced approach of continuous and enhanced provision and the view of parents as an intervention in place of co-producers of the curriculum or learning experience (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). 
The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum in the maintained and funded non- maintained education sectors in Wales for children aged three to seven (Welsh Government, 2015a). There are seven areas of learning: Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity, Mathematical Development, Language, Literacy and Communication, Welsh Language Development, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, Creative Development and Physical Development. It was designed to give an experimental, developmental, play-based approach to teaching and learning for children. The approach is made up of a balance of child-initiated and practitioner-initiated activities within stimulating indoor and outdoor environments emphasising on the centrality of children’s wellbeing (Welsh government, 2015b).
The aims of the Foundation Phase which were set out in the original proposals were to address children’s developing needs, enhance their positive attitudes to learning, raise standards of achievement, help them become active citizens within communities and enable children to benefit for educational opportunities later in their lives (Welsh Government, 2012b). The framework provides effective guidelines which enable staff to clarify their pedagogical aims, provide a structure for the day, planning and focusing on assessment and important aspects of child development. (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004). Within maintained and funded non-maintained settings in Wales Welsh Government (2012a) found that the principles of the Foundation Phase were effectively put into practice and practitioners retained attention on standards, planned well and adjusted pedagogy to meet the needs of children and families. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2012a) added that improvements were noted in areas of literacy, numeracy and wellbeing and that children were independently engaging with their learning and taking ownership over their development. 
The Foundation Phase Framework Welsh Government (2015b) highlights the importance of the holistic development of a child stating children must be at the heart of any planned curriculum and that children learn through first-hand experimental activities. First hand experiences allow children to build on previous knowledge and experiences and through their play children develop an understanding of themselves and the world they live in by taking risks, experimenting, solving problems and by independently making decisions (Welsh Government, 2015b).
Welsh Government (2015b) stress the importance that practitioners must understand how children develop and plan an appropriate curriculum that considers children’s developmental needs and the skills they need to learn to become confident learners. Practitioners must realise that children advance at various rates and need to do this at their own individual pace. Practitioners need to provide a balance between child-initiated and practitioner directed activities, involving themselves within interactions which allow for shared and sustained thinking which allows children the opportunity to be creatively involved in their own learning which allows for development to occur (Welsh Government, 2015b). Findings by Welsh Government (2014a) highlighted the overall use of more adult-led focused activities within foundation phase settings than child-led continuous and enhanced provision. Welsh Government (2014a) add that some practitioners are reluctant to let go of traditional formal pedagogies which can impact the amounts of adult-led and child-led activities within classrooms. 
UNICEF (2016) State within article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child that all children have the right to play. Play is hard to define and there are many understandings of what play is. In the view of a teacher play is a joyful interaction which can be used as a way of learning (Grindheim, 2017). In addition, King and Howard (2010) describe play to be when children can choose what they play with, who they play with and where they play. 
A key part of the Foundation Phase Framework is children’s entitlement to play and actively learn through educational activities. Welsh Government (2015a) Play motivates and stimulates children’s development and supports the development of skills, concepts, concentration, language acquisition and communication and children can develop transferable skills that apply across all areas of learning (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Research suggests that in order to achieve effective pedagogy, both adult-led and child-led activities must be considered. (McInnes at al., 2011). In contrast to this Welsh Government (2014b) identified possible difficulties with the Foundation Phase framework including tension between the play-based pedagogy and the extensive expectations within the statutory curriculum. 
Play is considered essential to early years development and education. It is believed that it is key to how children learn and underpins guidance across Wales and the UK  (McInnes et al., 2011) In addition Department for Education and Skills (2007) outlines guidance across the UK states that effective practice should be delivered through play. Lai et al. (2018) describe play as playing games which can lead to changes in knowledge, behaviours, attitudes and skills. Playing games require use of cognitive and motor skills. McInnes et al. (2013) calls attention to a test which demonstrates that children who exercise a problem-solving task under playful conditions other than formal conditions complete the task inn a shorter time scale and with more accuracy. In addition, it’s found that children are more motivated, attentive and focused towards the task when they see the task as play (McInnes et al., 2013).  Additionally, Howard and McInnes (2012) explain the benefits of children perceiving activities as play and links with their emotional well-being and highlight the importance of the value of play for enhancing children’s emotional well-being. Studies found that when children engaged in two activities one ‘like play’ and one ‘not like play’ the level of behavioural indicators related to emotional well-being was higher for the children who engaged in the ‘like play’ activity (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
Wood (2013) Identifies the benefits that play has on children’s learning and development and recognises within play policies in the UK that one characteristic of play is choice. Research shows that children value the freedom of choice and being able to have time to themselves. In addition to this Wood (2013) recognised that there are evident challenges encountered by practitioners that combine freedom and structure when implementing a curricula. Policy frameworks, space, time and adults influence the structure of free choice and free play and furthermore in reality, free choice and free play and always controlled within an educational setting due to the interpretations, beliefs and values of the teacher (Wood, 2013).  However, McInnes et al. (2011) adds that the approach and attitude towards an activity is what’s beneficial to learning rather than the play itself.
Whitebread et al. (2012) Implies having a good balance of play experience is seen as a balanced play diet for children and children vary in the degree to which they are playful. Psychological research has found that there are five fundamental types of human play which are referred to as symbolic play, physical play, socio-dramatic play, play with objects and games with rules. Whitebread et al. (2012) Highlights that each pay supports several cognitive and emotional developments which is beneficial to children. 
Welsh Government (2015b) argued that learning is moulded by significantly more than singular subjects and the purposes behind the curriculum require approaches which are more appropriate to individual personal, social and economic needs (Successful Futures, 2015). Furthermore, Play England (2012) explain that hostile attitudes towards children playing can harm children’s health and happiness. The importance of play in early childhood is highlighted and states that giving children the time and space for play must be taken seriously and although education is important it must also be recognised that free play may be the most natural and effective form of learning and is also essential for children’s happiness (Play England, 2012).
Vygotsky was a social constructivist and within his Cultural-History Theory believed that children’s learning occurred within a social context (Mahmoodi-Shahrebabaki, 2019). He claimed that children are active partners within interactions with other people and significant objects such as books and toys. These interactions construct knowledge, skills and attitudes. Welsh Government (2015a) highlight policy logic model for the development design of the Foundation Phase stating that approaches such as focusing on the individual child and suggesting pedagogy with sociocultural perspective which gives a definite role for practitioners in supporting children’s learning and development (Welsh Government, 2015a). Vygotsky thought that children create play that has a purpose and through play children behave beyond their average age which can lead to a child’s greatest achievements (Play England, 2007). 
Social skills are developed through a range of activities within the Foundation Phase and Welsh Government (2014) state from observations,  peer collaboration was observed during continuous and enhanced provision and during enhanced provision children would participate in adult-child sustained interaction and co-construction. 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development believed that children enhance their knowledge by engaging with the environment and studied play from a cognitive viewpoint. He disagreed that intelligence was a fixed trait and stated that learning occurs when children acquire new knowledge from the world and use this within already developed understandings (Genovese, 2003). Although Vygotsky’s theory doesn’t align with Piaget’ Vygotsky and Piaget both strongly believed that play has a strong influence on children’s development( Nicolopoulou, 1993).
Sim et al. (2018) Note that a range of well-known theorists underpin and inform practice and the Early Years Foundation Phase and supporting guidance is used to support a play-based approach to practice taking approaches from child-centred and constructivist perspectives. Sustained shared thinking approaches and adult-led activities are in line with Vygotsky’s socio-cultural constructivism theory in addition to the use of scaffolding which is underpinned by the theories and work of Vygotsky and Piaget (Sim et al., 2018). 
Welsh Government (2015a) underline how the importance of the school environment and the key use of outdoor environments to the played a vital role to the implementation of the Foundation Phase and add that additional resources were provided to schools to develop their outdoor areas for this. It was recognised by Welsh Government (2015a) that there were restraints with the implementation of the Foundation Phase when referring to the use of the outdoor environment finding some schools had little outdoor space and it would take further funding to be able to create an environment which would be considered an appropriate learning environment.  
Welsh Government (2017) Indicate that observation and formative assessment play a key role in the everyday practice in the Foundation Phase. Assessment for learning for the Foundation Phase framework is built up by using observations and formative assessments which assemble a holistic depiction of children’s development and development in four key areas. PACEY (2017) State the Foundation Phase Profile includes children’s development from six months to seven years old by using outcomes represented as bronze silver and gold and following on to outcomes 1 to 6. Welsh Government (2017) continue to voice how these forms of assessment for learning are vital to determine where children are on the learning continuum which allows for practitioners to progress them. Observations allow practitioners to collect evidence over time to note changes to children’s development after being taught skills which enable practitioners to assess how much progress children have made and can then decide further steps to take. The second form of assessment for learning underlined by the Welsh Government (2017) is formative assessment which allows practitioners to focus of children’s achievements against skills in the curriculum. For this to be successful it’s crucial that practitioners and children understand the specific skills associated with the success criteria. Once practitioners have a clear view of individual children’s current stages and needs, they can then plan appropriately helping children work towards specific skills across a broad and balanced curriculum (Welsh Government, 2017).
The Foundation Phase was developed with influence from Reggio Emilia and its child centred approach towards learning. Using this approach, the Foundation Phase links to a play based, active learning pedagogy (Macdonald, no date). Waters (2016) adds, the role of practitioners within the Foundation Phase is to be a facilitator of learning where learning was viewed as a continuum and the curriculum intended to address concerns, aid development and meet the needs of individual children. However, concerns were voiced during the first year of implementation of the Foundation Phase by practitioners regarding assessment and stated many would need further guidance and support (Siraj-Blatchford, et al. 2006). In addition, Macdonald (no date) highlights concerns regarding the role of the practitioner, stating information is unclear and conflicting for practitioners which can lead to confusion when understanding the pedagogy and delivery of the Foundation Phase. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2015a) stated during observations of evaluating the Foundation Phase framework found that practitioners weren’t regularly observing children in order to track progress and would generally carry out observations during focused activities as opposed to continuous or enhanced activities. 
This could be down to undereducated practitioners as several Local Authority Training and Support Officers noted difficulties in the planning and delivering of observations (Welsh Government, 2015a). In contrast to this Welsh Government (no date) states that full training for the induction of the Foundation Phase Profile took place in 2015 which was supported by Foundation Phase training and support officers and all schools should have been informed of this training. Likewise, practitioners who participated in more of the Foundation Phase training were found to implement this into their Foundation Phase pedagogies (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). 
The Welsh Government (2015a) highlighted findings that some practitioners found since the implementation of the Foundation Phase, sections of practice such as assessment and observation had become more formal. Macdonald (no date) explains how the Foundation Phase curriculum expects children to reach specific outcomes for the norms for their development by certain age ranges, which does not compliment the reasoning behind the Foundation Phase. To emphasise, The Foundation Phase and the guidance for Literacy and Numeracy Framework encourage experimental learning and refer to teaching by stage and not age of development yet the assessments taken by children produce a age-related score for each child which put strain on practitioners. Welsh Government (2015a) indicate that this leaves room for improvement as there is possible contradiction between the Foundation Phase and national assessments (Welsh Government, 2015a). Similarly, Macdonald (no date) notes that there is evidence that the implementation of the Foundation Phase was likely to be poor through unclear policy direction at a macrosystem Welsh Government level. Professor Graham Donaldson agrees, as stated within his independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales, he suggested that the Welsh Government should develop an overall assessment and evaluation framework which doesn’t rely on internal or external tests which are not in line with the aims of the curriculum (Successful Futures, 2015a).
Tierney (2013) discusses the fairness of educational assessment in relation to individual needs and highlight the issues regarding the complexity of assessing learning. Its highlighted that teachers feel there must be a level of consistency in regards to assessment and this improves fairness of assessment however, while this gives the appearance of treating children equally it can have the opposite effect leading to a number of children’s learning being reduced. Welsh Government (2015b) recognise that children are unique and all develop at different rates, they state children should be provided with the opportunity to develop in a range of situations and must be allowed to develop at their own page in all areas of development. In contrast, a key challenge focused on by Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) is the implementation of the Foundation Phase and the understandings of the underpinnings and theories by practitioners. A recent stocktake by Professor Siraj found the content of training for practitioners to be inadequate. Recognising this issue, the Welsh Government (2014b) states within the independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase that the quality of teaching needs to be enhanced which will likely lead to increases in children’s achievements. It adds that training and support needs to be suitable for practitioners and leaders who work across maintained schools and non-maintained settings (Welsh Government, 2014b). Graham Donaldson highlighted that there were elements of assessment that need to change within the current curriculum. It was recognised that assessment is key to effective learning and the current strategies for assessment are confusing. Donaldson stated that simpler assessment procedures would be useful and involving children within these assessments would encourage them to take more responsibility over their learning (Successful Futures, 2015b).
A key challenge to the implementation of the Foundation Phase is the understandings of the underpinnings and theories by practitioners. A recent stocktake by Professor Siraj found the content of training for practitioners to be inadequate (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Recognising this challenge, the Welsh Government (2014b) states within the independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase that the quality of teaching needs to be enhanced which will likely lead to increases in children’s achievements. It adds that training and support needs to be suitable for practitioners and leaders who work across maintained schools and non-maintained settings (Welsh Government, 2014b).
Welsh Government (2014c) voice concerns during the transitions of children from one setting to another due to a lack of consistency to assessment strategies for children’s development across Wales. This follows Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2006) concerns that highlighted the unpredictable inconsistency of transitions between maintained and non-maintained sectors.  It’s understood by Welsh Government (2014c) that opportunities for early intervention can be missed and lead to confusion when a range of professional’s work with a child. Welsh Government (2014c) believe one common assessment tool should be developed that all practitioners across all early childhood settings for children 0-7 years to use. The Welsh Government (2014b) adds that teachers need to understand the importance of supporting transitions.
Te Whariki is the early childhood education curriculum in New Zealand and is underpinned by a vision for children who are confident communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge thar they make a valued contribution to society. Rather than using set milestones the curriculum focuses on developing children’s knowledge, skills, attitudes and learning dispositions to help them work towards becoming resilient learners. Like the Foundation Phase, Te Whariki is a play-based curriculum and places the child in the centre of the curriculum with the environment adapting to meet individual needs (Ministry of Education, 2017). However, Educational Leadership Project Ltd (2019) explains that Te Whariki has a culture of a bicultural and socio-cultural curriculum and every childcare sector was covered by this curriculum. It was recognised by the government that the issues of assessment had to be addressed in line with the new curriculum and as a result,  ‘learning stories’ were discovered. Unlike the formal observation tools used within the Foundation Phase, Te Whariki observe children by writing a learning story which meant seeing children as capable learners from a philosophical approach rather than ticking boxes during an observation (Educational Leadership Project Ltd, 2019). 
Welsh Government (2020) recognises that no two schools are the same and all children have their own individual needs. The Welsh Government (2020) created a new curriculum for Wales which gives schools the opportunity to create a curriculum best suited to their needs. The framework is designed to help practitioners develop a more integrated approach to learning.












The importance of outdoor environments to Early Years Curricula
Early years curriculum policies and pedagogies in several counties have been influenced by the benefits of the natural, outdoor learning environment to children’s development (Davies and Hamilton, 2018). In addition, Bruce (2012) indicates that the child-centred theories of Steiner, Frobel and Montessori also influence curriculum theory for primary education. Within these philosophical theories the importance of outdoor learning for children’s development in all areas of the curriculum are emphasised (Bruce, 2012). Nevertheless, Cooper (2015) express the unfortunate reality that despite the emphasis on the importance of outdoor learning environments within the curriculum and the significant efforts to enhance the quality of early childhood education, it has still been overlooked by many and furthermore, children most likely to benefit from an outdoor play and learning environment are less likely to have access to one.
The Foundation Phase for Wales was developed with a great focus on the curriculum being guided by active learning, play and experimental learning and a strong emphasis on the use of outdoor environments as apposed to being directed by assessment (Davies and Hamilton, 2018). Despite this, it was identified in the early stages of implementing the Foundation Phase that many schools had inadequate outdoor environments to meet the needs of the curriculum (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2005). Additionally, Estyn (2011) noted practitioners better use of the outdoor environments but highlighted space available wasn’t being used effectively to develop children’s creativity, literacy, welsh language or ICT and voiced concerns about how often practitioners used the outdoor environment to assess children’s learning. 
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