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Section 1
The approach to pedagogy and learning associated with the introduction of the Foundation Phase in Wales, meant a complete change to the formal methods used within the previous national curriculum (Welsh Gov, 2015a).  To effectively implement a change on such a scale, it requires the involvement from Government policy makers through to school management and practitioners to have the vision to create a cultural change (Welsh Gov, 2014a). However, with further curriculum reform in Wales currently being rolled out, and Wales PISA ranking below the other UK nations in 2015 (Macdonald, 2018) although reaching average OECD levels in 2018 (Welsh Gov, 2020a), how effective was the implementation of the Foundation Phase and are there lessons to learn?  The focus of this analysis is to consider the impact that practitioner training and attitudes have when implementing a play-based early years curriculum.  
The understanding of the philosophy behind a play-based curriculum and what play means can be ambiguous and complex according to Waters (2016). Waters (2016) suggests that to fully embrace and implement this type of reform, practitioners need support and time.  Siraj (Welsh Gov, 2014a) highlighted the importance of practical training for all involved in the reform that concentrates on quality and the link between theory and pedagogy and goes on to suggest that examples of good practice should be easily available.  However, in an evaluation by Welsh Government (2014b), practitioner’s attitude towards a change in pedagogy has contributed towards a varied implementation of the Foundation Phase.  The evaluation (Welsh Gov, 2014b) highlights the gap between practitioners understanding the principles of the Foundation Phase but not necessarily putting them into practice in the classroom.  This has resulted in teachers going back to their more formal methods of delivering the curriculum reflected by both Waters (2016) and Welsh Gov (2014b) which will then have the impact of holding back the cultural change needed as mentioned previously in Welsh Gov (2014a).  An example of how training has positively affected curriculum change is in New Zealand through the Te Whariki approach.  May (2013) and Carr (2013) attribute the success of transforming the quality of pedagogy within the Early Years to parity of degree level training and continuous collaboration between researchers and practitioners (Carr, 2013).  Wendy Lee (Educational Leadership Project Ltd, 2019) reiterates during the development of the Te Whariki approach, the importance of driving change through addressing concerns of the Early Years community and regular consultation.  However, in an investigation into teacher delivery of the bi-cultural curriculum in New Zealand (Te Whariki) Jenkin (2016) suggests in contrast, that there are differences in the quality of implementation due to a lack of understanding of the Maori culture and teacher training that was not comprehensive.    
Talyor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) find in the research ten years on from the introduction of the Foundation Phase, that although most teachers welcomed access to training and support, only half had completed the Foundation Phase modules available and 30% of additional practitioners.  The report by Welsh Gov (2015a) highlights that there was an increase in staffing levels to support the implementation of the Foundation Phase, and that over 80% of these were qualified to NVQ level 3 or above.  However, although this is a high percentage of practitioners who hold a qualification, this does not ensure depth of knowledge and understanding of child development and the importance of play (Bruce, 2011).  According to Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2008) when considering the findings from the EPPE and REPEY studies of the Foundation Stage in England, the most effective practitioners were qualified to degree level and had supportive leadership in place.  This reflects the model aimed for in the Te Whariki approach (May, 2013) and in Scandinavian countries that the Foundation Phase pedagogy has been influenced by (Welsh Gov, 2012).             
When looking at the evaluation of the Foundation Phase, Welsh Gov (2015a) reports differences between schools implementing the curriculum due to lack of understanding and views of teachers and head teachers.  Head teachers mention the inconsistency between the pedagogical philosophy and emphasis from Government on attainment (Welsh Gov, 2014 and 2015a).  The pressure on head teachers to produce results from formal assessments, may have had an influence on the significant difference in opinion between those teachers working in the Foundation Phase and their head teachers (Welsh Gov, 2015a).  In contrast, in settings where head teachers and leadership staff had fully embraced, understood and guided the implementation of the Foundation Phase pedagogy (Welsh Gov, 2014) it was more successful.  In Finland, Head teachers, teachers and schools are trusted to deliver high quality support for learning (Council for Creative Education Finland, ND) (BBC, 2010) through teacher assessment rather than national testing.  Therefore, there is a difference in the culture of how learning takes place.  For example, when Finland reformed the national curriculum in 2016, it also invested in a new training program for teachers (Sarivaara and Uusiautti, 2017) to enable an understanding of the pedagogy behind the curriculum.
The Foundation Phase framework (Welsh Gov, 2015b) is clear that children learn from experiencing first-hand activities that allow experimentation. The principles in Froebel’s teaching agree with this, where children gain understanding from trial and error, watching others and discovering for themselves (Tovey, 2020).  Compare lead by example to Vygotskys theory of scaffolding – would it also be true that for practitioners/teachers to be able to deliver/implement a play-based curriculum they must first understand how to implement it.  Therefore, real life examples of the pedagogy in practice would provide direction, inspiration and guidance, and a clear model of effective practice (Welsh Gov, 2014) shared with all settings and schools should ensure effective implementation. However, when reviewing the implementation of The Foundation Phase, the evaluation report by Welsh Gov (2015a) discusses interviews and data collected from Pilot Schools but does not make it clear if any findings of good practice were shared with other schools or settings.  14 of the evaluations 29 recommendations within the Welsh Gov (2015a) document, include the reference to further training, improved guidance or examples of best practice.  The importance of having a role-model to see examples of classroom pedagogy but also the competence and understanding of those providing the training is concluded by Jenkin (2016) when discussing training for student teachers in New Zealand.  Continuing from the review by Jenkin (2016), a report by McLachlan (2018) regarding the revised Te Whariki curriculum in 2016, includes the following when listing important factors of effective practice: “pedagogical leadership, effective teaching practice and learning partnerships for a responsive curriculum” (McLachlan, 2018, p.46).  As the New Curriculum for Wales is introduced, the Welsh Government mission statement (Welsh Gov, 2020b) places an emphasis on co-construction across many levels to share ideas, solve problems and support the implementation.  It implies that schools should be working together to design and realise (Welsh Gov, 2020b) the New Curriculum, although there does not seem to be any practical examples of how to do this, as with the Foundation Phase introduction.  There are however guidance documents available on the Welsh Government Hwb online, with the revised learning modules for the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2021).  These learning modules for practitioners can be completed in any order, in the practitioners/teachers own time.  Although there are six modules covering different areas including child development, play-based learning and purposeful learning with opportunity for practitioners to reflect on their own experiences (Welsh Gov, 2021) and delve further, there is no timescale to complete the training.  As these modules are only meant to take a few hours each, it will be left up to the individual practitioner how much they want to participate and take on board.  It could be argued that due to these modules being voluntary and not compulsory, only those teachers/practitioners that really value change will benefit and therefore the cultural reform needed through professional development and good practice (Macdonald, 2018) will not happen.         
Without concrete examples or direction, it leaves teachers, practitioners and schools to interpret the curriculum in different ways.  This is an expected outcome according to Welsh Gov (2020b), where support is promised to enable schools to draw on a variety of expertise to design and implement their own curriculum to suit the needs of their children.
In principle, the philosophy and ideas behind the Foundation Phase and the New Curriculum for Wales, such as play-based learning, a focus on stage related development and experimentation (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016), are welcomed and understood (Welsh Gov, 2014b).  The mixed messages of attainment (Welsh Gov, 2020b), assessment and Welsh Government expectations relating to comparisons of ability to children of the same age in contrast to these philosophies, however, have affected teachers practices and confidence in play-based pedagogies (Welsh Gov, 2014b and Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016).  For example, to balance supporting the holistic development of each child through play-based learning (Welsh Gov, 2021) and needing to ensure children meet the requirements of the literacy and numeracy framework including the pressure to produce results in tests at the end of Year 2 has been seen as contradictory (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016).  This concern is reiterated in the final report by Welsh Gov (2015a) discussing how the theory behind practice that is developmentally appropriate can cause tension in practitioners when contrasted with statutory assessments that compare scores according to children’s age.  However, Welsh Gov (2015a) highlights within recommendation 2 and 4 how the issues surrounding Foundation Phase pedagogy, the Literacy and Numeracy Framework and statutory assessment could be tackled through appropriate guidance and training for teachers and practitioners.  
If training and guidance is the key to implementing curriculum reform and to really be effective, Main and Pendergast (2017) argue that context and the involvement of school leaders should be core to doing this.  The importance of breaking down barriers to traditional practice (Main and Pendergast, 2017) so that school leaders and teachers can work together to make change, is echoed in the national mission (Welsh Gov, 2020) to solve problems through collaboration and con-construction and work from different perspectives.  Due to the challenge of systemic change, Main and Pendergast (2017) discuss five main features that should be considered when planning professional development through training.  Included in these features (Main and Pendergast, 2017) are the recommendation that practical resources are available that can be adapted to different settings and used in context along with the time to be able to apply the theory to practice through active learning.  Macdonald (2018) believes that in addition, to support holistic improvement in reform, it is essential for practitioners professionalisation, as mentioned previously regarding the EPPE report by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2008).                                
In summary, when implementing play-based curriculum reform, the foundations need to be laid through comprehensive professional training and development that is consistent, ensures professionalism and elevates the profile of the Early Years practitioner as a career rather than just a vocation (Macdonald, 2018). 










Section 2 
The Unique Child
When defining the idea of what is unique, Froebel (Tovey, 2020) placed value on beginning with the interests of the child made up of their individual experiences and knowledge.  Loris Malaguzzi interprets this uniqueness as how a child expresses themselves through the ‘Hundred Languages’ (Thornton and Brunton, 2010) and through the Reggio approach, these different expressions of ideas are listened to by adults and taken seriously.  Bottrill (2018) agrees that each child has a voice, a ‘me-ness' and that to enable progression it is the adult’s responsibility to acknowledge that the development rate of each child is unique.
Currently, to assess and track progression within the Foundation Phase, teachers and practitioners use observations, recorded in written notes, pictures and videos and use this information to complete the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Gov, 2018).  These methods are designed to reflect the whole child, at the stage of development they are at, however, within the Foundation Phase Framework (F.P.Framework) (Welsh Gov, 2015b) expectation of skills and abilities achieved are represented by age/ year group.  Children are then tested at Year 2, through national Literacy and Numeracy tests at the end of Foundation Phase, according to these expectations and compared to each other.  The F.P. Framework in contrast to this, acknowledges that a child’s development is not even, that learning occurs in stages and should not focus on age (Welsh Gov, 2015b).  In the evaluation of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2015a), recommendation 2 and 3 highlights the contradiction between practice that considers the developmental stage of a child and the Year 2 assessments that concentrate on achievement levels.  The national tests at Year 2 that have been transitioned from paper based to online since 2018/9 (Welsh Gov, 2018), can be set to a specific level by the Head Teacher to help with confidence and are designed to adjust accordingly to reflect the child’s progress as they complete them.  The benefit of this is that the tests can be more tailored to the individual child, however, they are still only taking into account the performance of that child at one set time.                 
It could be argued that these online tests produce a fairer reflection of the child as they record exactly what the child has answered and are not influenced by possible teacher bias or inconsistency (Tierney, 2013).  This form of testing produces data which is then used to feedback to parents and carers (Welsh Gov, 2018) on how their child compares with other children of the same age regarding literacy and numeracy.  Teachers are also able to use the information to track how a child is progressing in these specific areas and perhaps use targeted teaching methods to ‘plug gaps’ or identify additional learning needs.  The challenge to only seeing the child from this perspective, however, is that it often highlights what a child cannot do rather than what they can do.  Parekh (2017) discusses how when looking at children’s ability, schools will use this data to group children accordingly, which can have an adverse effect on their well-being (Weale, 2021).  By grouping children by ability, their shortcomings are clearly highlighted to themselves and others.  In comparison, the education system in Finland do not have national tests with learning outcomes and believe in the individuals well-being, assessing by encouraging and supporting children that may need extra help (Council for Creative Education Finland, ND).  
In the Reggio Emilia approach to learning, documentation is an important tool for assessing and interpreting individual children and their progress (Thornton and Brunton, 2010).  The benefits of this type of assessment are that children are observed in different contexts and through the display and presentation of their creations at different times.  This also enables children to reflect on their own learning and experiences.  This visual sharing of children’s progress and achievements that are unique to them, can also be seen in the learning stories of Te Whariki (Educational Leadership Project Ltd, 2019b), where observation is used to make a narrative of a child’s discovery that can be accessed and understood by teachers, parents and children.  To be successful in this type of assessment, The New Zealand Government (ND) when discussing the Te Whariki tamariki working theories, explains that the role of the adult in being tuned in to the child enables them to respond appropriately and expand learning.  These learning stories present an opportunity to understand the child as a whole and see their development, echoed by the New Curriculum for Wales assessment principles (Welsh Gov, 2022).  Welsh Gov (2022) points out that practitioners should use different approaches to assessment to get a holistic picture of the child as they develop – this implies that the focus is on the individual. However, there are challenges with completing assessment in this way.  Practitioner’s views and values differ according to background, culture or may be shaped by the school or setting that they are working in.  Therefore, according to Alasuutari, Markstrom and Vallberg-Roth (2014) the practitioner or teacher may have a preconceived idea of how they expect a child to behave or compare to when assessing the child to what should be considered ‘normal’.  For example, in the UK the emphasis may be on reading and writing achievement, however in other countries such as Finland or Sweden, the focus will be on competence socially and independence (Alasuutari, Markstrom and Vallberg-Roth, 2014).                          




















Section 3
‘The Undercover Boss’ why head teachers (and all school staff) would benefit from spending time getting their hands dirty in a real play-based classroom.
Currently within Primary schools in Wales, pupils experience the Foundation Phase play-based curriculum from 3-7 years and then transition to Key Stage 2 where teaching often takes a more formal approach.  The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Gov, 2015b) highlights that the holistic development of the child should be central to the focus of learning; in the new Foundation Phase training modules for practitioners (Welsh Gov, 2021) the importance of the role of adults and the environment to enable development and learning, are also mentioned.  As key players in providing children with the quality of experiences and caring support system needed to flourish, it is essential that school leaders, head teachers, teachers, practitioners and the wider school staff and parents all take an active role and responsibility to nurture our children – together, as a team.
The philosophy of raising, caring for and teaching children as part of a community is intwined throughout the ethos of the New Curriculum for Wales.  For example, through the Four Purposes (Welsh Gov, 2022) the vision is that children will become “valued members of society, ethical, informed citizens”.  Therefore, to truly understand what it is to be valued and to learn citizenship, this must be demonstrated by the school community.  An approach that has community at the heart of learning and which had an influence on the Foundation Phase curriculum is Reggio Emilia.   The Reggio approach where each child, adult, parent and members of the wider community are valued – they learn from each other and are interested in trying out new ideas (Thornton and Brunton, 2010).    Although the adults in Reggio have clear roles, for example teacher, pedagogista, cook or altelierista (creative specialist such as musician or artist) (Thornton and Brunton, 2010), the adults view themselves as partners with the children.  Compare this to a typical school in Wales where the hierarchy of adults from the Head teacher to the cleaner is tangible and often there is a divide between KS2 compared to the Foundation Phase who are just “playing”.  Why is this the situation?  Head Teachers and leadership or management teams in larger schools have data to wade through, meetings to attend and staff issues to deal with - and rightly so to ensure the smooth day to day running of the setting or school.  According to Bottrill (2018) the Head Teacher will be focused on learning and outcomes, however, it is the responsibility of the Early Years practitioner to encourage the leadership team to get their hands dirty and share in how play can truly bring about holistic learning.
Within the aims of ‘Successful Futures’, Donaldson (2015) proposes that children should have access to rich experiences and that there should be a common mission which the education community must assemble around.  The education community must include all school or setting staff so that children and adults can feel part of a learning family.  For example, why shouldn’t children be involved in creating and designing the school menus and working alongside the school cook to learn how to prepare and plan a meal?  These skills and real-life experiences will more than fulfil the objectives highlighted in the Four Purposes of the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Gov, 2022).  According to Zosh et al. (2017), learning through play can connect a child’s different aspects of life – their home, school and community over time.  Zosh et al. (2017) continue by explaining that these connections can enhance and develop learning that creates a deeper understanding; engaging and exploring a broad range of environments and people, therefore acquiring the ability to deal with future challenges with creativity. 
The theory of children needing to grow and develop within a community that is connected is not a new one.  Froebel’s principle of adults and children being united (Tovey, 2020) through a respect for each other is just as relevant today where children are learning to become ethical citizens (Welsh Gov, 2022) of society.  Through play, children can develop deep relationships (Bruce, 2011) and learn to relate to the world and people around them.  The Te Whariki bi-cultural curriculum aims to encourage child development from meaning made through diverse interactions and experiences (New Zealand Gov, ND).  Understanding and respecting the individual people that are involved in the school community where practitioners and all staff lead by example, would be a step forward instead of pulling in different directions, perhaps due to pressures to perform.  This is where the Head Teacher and /or leadership team can start a revolution.  
For all schools and settings to embrace a collaborative approach to learning, there must be cultural change throughout the education system.  Inspiration could be taken from the approach to education in Finland where the emphasis is on the student's part in society (Wilkins and Corrigan, 2019) and teachers place importance on time working with parents and children and each other. If the New Curriculum for Wales vision (Welsh Gov, 2022) for children to become ambitious, capable, ethical citizens, that are valued members of society, then the lead must come from Head Teachers and school staff that understand the value of learning through rich experiences (Tovey, 2020) including play.  However, for teachers and school leaders to push forward and fully implement this New Curriculum, armed with a deeper understanding of play-based learning and sense of community, according to Evans (2022) there also needs to be common guiding principles from Government that provide the practitioners ‘on the ground’ the confidence to drive change.                       
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