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Part One
The following will be a critique on the implementation of the play-based curriculum the Foundation Phase in Wales (2010). There will be four areas of focus that are, the training of staff, outdoor provision, budgets and the balance of education and care authority in the early years in Wales.
The first area to investigate is how staff were trained to understand and implement this curriculum. Siraj was the lead on a report completed in 2014 on behalf of the Welsh Government. This report found that there was a need for more training for staff in the Foundation Phase and for the training available to be more in-depth and beneficial. The report believed that this would help practitioners understand the pedagogy of the Foundation Phase. It was advice that training for the curriculum was needed for every member of staff, not just the teachers, teaching assistants and practitioners that work in early years, but all senior members of staff, leaders, heads of year and head teachers. Without this knowledge known from the top down, the curriculum could not be implemented effectively or consistently.  Waters (2015) also echo's these recommendations.
Kingston and Siraj (2017) wrote that professional development for practitioners could support the introduction of the Foundation phase. There has been a well-documented link between professional development and the quality of settings and teaching. Fukkink and Lont (2007) stated that training for the early years provides practitioners with a better understanding of care, sensitivity for the children they look after and will provide more age-appropriate activities, with more learning opportunities. OECD (2012) wrote that staff training and development can aid in higher levels of pedagogic quality and environment. 
It has been stated that there is no set pathway for early years teachers and practitioners. This included a lack of standard content in degrees and vocational qualifications. They believed that this has produced a lack of high-quality educators. (Pramling-Samuelsson and Fleer, 2009; Howes and Tsao, 2013) Kingston and Siraj (2017) suggests that research is needed to understand and rectify this situation to provide a consistent route.
Lewis (2014) Waters (2016) explained that the Welsh Government have put a ten-year plan in place for training of Early Years staff, in order to aid the qualification issues that face this workforce.
Siraj (2014) suggested that settings of excellence could aid professional development of others, by using their skills to plan further training. They also suggested that all training needs to have a focus on the theory behind the Foundation Phase and to continuously have that link visible for all taking part to understand it. Further training is to be promoted and available within the Foundation Phase in Wales.
It can be seen that more effective training is needed to implement the Foundation Phase with best practice standards. Training is required for all that are part of this curriculum, not just those teaching and using it daily, senior and management staff also need to know and understand the Foundation Phase, which would lead to consistency for all children under this curriculum.
 The next area of focus is budgets. Taylor et al. (2015) stated the recommendation that budgets needed to be used more flexibly in settings in order to provide the full experience of the Foundation Phase. According to Siraj (2014) the Welsh Government gave £36 million worth of grants for settings between 2004-2005 and 2011-2012, these were for improving in and outdoor provision and structure. This allowed some places to have large scale alterations to improve the ability for access to the outdoors in Foundation Phase classrooms. The average spend for schools was £15,000 indoors and £18,000 for the outside. In non-maintained settings the average was £3,000 on the indoors and £3,500 on the outdoors. This highlights how much change was needed to allow children to experience the Foundation Phase and to get these settings up to date. It also shows that schools needed more work, which perhaps reflects the lack of school funding in previous years.
Siraj (2014) estimated that at the time of writing the Foundation Phase had cost around £100million. This meant on average each child in the Foundation Phase cost £1000. Meadows (2011) priced England’s Sure Start at £1300 per child. 
Taylor et al. (2016) explained that one of the challenges to the Foundation Phase and the biggest cost, was employing lots of additional staff for the new adult to staff ratio of 1:8.
 The next area of focus is outdoor provision. Taylor et al. (2015) gave the recommendations that practitioners needed more training on the outdoors and how to provide high quality provision in this area.  Siraj (2014) wrote that the Foundation Phase had an emphasis on children being outside, for children to learn and be taught in this environment. Settings were to receive extra resources for this to happen; grants were on offer for the outdoor area to become a safe and rich environment. When learning zones or areas were implemented outside, it was observed that there was more of these areas in mixed aged Foundation Phase classes than other year groups. The year group with the least learning zones was years one and two. Siraj also found through observation that the outdoors was rarely used as an extension of the classroom. It was used more in non-maintained settings than maintained. Staff explained that it was the weather that stopped the outdoors being explored, despite them knowing the need and effectiveness of young children experiencing the outdoors. When children were outside it was often with support staff and not the teacher.
Bilton and Waters (2016) found that the outdoors is viewed differently in England and Wales. Welsh teachers were more likely to plan for curriculum-based learning, whereas English teachers had more of a focus on social and personal development and less able to identify specific curriculum aims. This shows how Early Years curricula have affected the use and view of the outdoors. The outdoors is a focus in both the Foundation Phase and the Early Years Foundation Stage (2015), although the importance has lessened under recent legislation in England. 
Wainwright et al. (2016) Explained that the Foundation Phase has been deeply influenced by Scandinavia where the outdoors is used as an integral area of learning and their curricula. Studies in Norway have revealed the differences the outside can have on young children’s learning. This emphasis is written into the Foundation Phase with a view to include using the outdoors everyday as part of a holistic approach.
Acar (2014) stated that the outdoors is the best environment for children to play and learn in. The environment can have a huge impact on young children, more so than at any other age. Children can unconsciously gain information about their environment when they play, and they need to be given this experience at school and nursery. Outdoor provision needs to give children the opportunity to experience nature and the natural world.
Ernst (2014) found that it is often physical barriers and safety concerns that stop staff using the outdoors, not their beliefs or prejudices. However, they also discovered that a large percentage of staff they interviewed had limited knowledge of the outdoors and therefore may not utilise the area to its fullest potential. A lot of settings viewed in their research did not incorporate enough natural elements or experiences. They also explained that the importance of the outdoors goes back to theorists such as Froebel (1885) and Montessori (1912), who emphasised the role nature has on young children’s wellbeing and development.
Davies and Hamilton (2018) explained that all seven areas of learning of the Foundation Phase can be experienced outside. They found that many practitioners were concerned that current polices could affect the amount of time children are able to be outside, which was at odds with the pedagogy of the Foundation Phase. To enhance learning in the outdoors the study suggested more in-depth training for all Early Years practitioners, access to better resources that can aid learning in the outdoor environment and that all settings need enough outdoor space that can be easily accessed.
The next area of focus is care and education authority. Waters (2016) states that the Foundation Phase is provided over a range of settings; these include maintained nursery and infant schools and non-maintained settings. These settings also operate with different age groups 0-5, 2-3 and 3-5 years. Having such obvious differences, it would be a challenge for them to provide the same experience of the Foundation Phase for the children who attend them. Another difference for these settings is who regulates them. In Wales, maintained schools are under Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education and Training in Wales (Estyn) and non-maintained settings such as nurseries, playgroups and Flying Start settings are under Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). 
Siraj (2014) recommended bringing CIW and Estyn inspections together in a joint inspection involving both inspectorates. This would allow for a consistent inspection for all settings and schools that deliver the Foundation Phase, and these inspections would be comparable for all children aged three to seven years old.
CIW on their website (no date) stated that settings which provide early education and care would now have joint inspections from CIW and Estyn. This would be in non-maintained settings for 3–4-year-olds, then all children up to the age of twelve. CIW on another part of their website (no date) explained that during 2015/2016 a joint inspection pilot scheme took place.
Duggard and Llewellyn (2016) reflected on the pilot scheme stating that overall, it was a success. There was wide ranging training for inspectors to understand the new joint inspection framework, although this needed to be more detailed in some areas. The joint inspection allowed for focus on a more unified and holistic approach, which should allow more constancy in inspection results across curricula.
CIW (no date) stated that due to the success of this pilot that joint inspections for care and education in non-school serviced that are funded for part time education from January 2019 will received joint inspections.
Waters (2015) explained that in 2013 an Early Years Development Assessment Framework (EYDAF) was under development by the Welsh Government. The aim of this framework was to have consistency for children up to the age of seven in their assessments if they were in under Estyn or in CIW settings.
To conclude, although the Foundation Phase was created with the best intentions the reality of its implementation did not create the play-based curriculum that was highly desired. More in-depth training was needed by those who delivered the Foundation Phase daily, and training was also needed for management and head teachers, so that everyone understood the curriculum pedagogy and its ethos. The budget for the Foundation Phase had money for all settings that would be using it. Many of these schools and nurseries used available grants to improve and develop their environments in order to provide the learning areas needed. The outdoors was one area that many settings improved, from its layout to its accessibility. It was found that again, more training was required by staff on how to use this area effectively. The last area focused on was the relationship between CIW and Estyn and their differences in inspections and how setting results differed. There were recommendations on the two inspectorates working together, which has recently become a reality. This has been seen as a positive change by settings and in giving consistency with inspections for the Foundation Phase.

Part Two
The role of assessment is used throughout different curricula in the UK. In Wales the Foundation Phase is a play-based curriculum for 3–7-year-olds. Different assessments take place throughout and at the end of the Foundation Phase.  (Welsh Government, 2011) In recent years there have been many professionals and research that suggest that formal assessment is an archaic way to test children and that this is especially problematic in play-based curricula. (Lightfoot, 2019)
Parekh (2017) explains the problems with the concept of ability. They state that although this is often used by educators, ability can be difficult to define, elusive and in recent years is becoming more controversial. It can be an oppressive presence in schools, with children feeling pressure from a young age. The notions of ability and children put into groups reflecting it have been around since the beginning of formal education began. Despite the large amount of literature that states the detrimental effects this is still common practice.
Tierney (2013) stated that having a fair educational assessment is a contentious debate. There have been concerns expressed about this for many years as this is often limited in practice and theory, with human error or uncurious bias often playing a part in results.
The assessment focused on in this text is the National Tests which occur at the end of the Foundation Phase. Wales Online (2018) explained that in 2013 a new format of testing was introduced for six- and seven-year-olds who were leaving the Foundation Phase and entering Key Stage 2. These tests were titled National Tests. These were implemented due to the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF, 2008). 
In England six- and seven-year-olds must also take a test; they have SATs which were scrapped in Wales in 2005. These English tests are being met with more resistance as more children have been stressed and upset by them. (Wales Online, 2018)
In Wales the National Tests have been ranked as the most worrying element of school by 7000 young children in a recent poll. (Barrance, 2019)
BBC News (2019) stated that the Welsh Commissioner Sally Holland had said that she hoped moving tests on to a digital format would ease the anxiety for children. She also believed that there needed to be further thought into the purpose of these tests.
Young children in England and Wales are the most tested in all of Europe, and so it can be viewed that schools are becoming exam factories (Edustaff, 2016). Shepard (1994) stated that young children aged six and seven had been inappropriately and disproportionately tested.
The Welsh Government (2019) wrote that the Foundation Phase Profile was developed to aid in assessment of children, their learning and development, from the start, to moving up to key stage two. Through observations and formative assessment, the profile can help educators deliver a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum.
Donaldson (2015) suggested that having assessment is important to record learning and achievement. However, he found that the current assessments are confusing. Donaldson believed that children should be involved in their own assessment as this will encourage responsibility in their learning. Donaldson recommended that the Welsh Government create an evaluation and assessment framework, one that does not rely on internal or external tests which fail to reflect the play-based curriculum. He suggested the creation of an e-portfolio for each individual child, these could include e-badges to reflect achievements and experiences.
 
There has been much debate on if assessment or tests are beneficial or a hinderance on early years education, and if they produce stress for the young children that take them. In England the curriculums are a little different.  The Early Years Foundation Phase (EYFS, 2015) is from birth until five years. This is a non-mandatory curriculum until a child starts school, this curriculum is used in the reception year. Children aged two and three will be assessed in nurseries under the EYFS by a practitioner, or if they are not using day care then by a health visitor. Children will then be assessed again at the end of their first school year, when they reach five years old. This assessment is carried out in class by a teacher. (UK Government, no date a; UK Government, no date b)
The assessment that occurs at age five is the Phonics Check. This is conducted on a one-to-one setting with a teacher; this could be the child’s class teacher, headteacher or another teacher in the school. There is no time limit for the assessment, though it usually takes less than ten minutes. If the child does not reach a high enough level the test is taken again the following year. (Clarke, 2019)
This assessment has been met with criticism by Joint General Secretary of the National Education Union. Bousted (2019) expressed concern stating that there is too much emphasis on phonics, which has distorted how reading is taught in schools. The Phonics Check is a test that undermines the ethos of an engaging and wide curriculum in primary school. This union calls for an independent review to evaluate the assessment's credibility.
Another criticism of the check comes from Adoniou (2017) who suggests that it is ineffective in discovering reading difficulties. The assessment uses limited tools which makes it a poorly skilled phonics check, which does not give teachers any new information on their children. 
Children in England are then assessed again at the age of seven as with SATs, which as noted before have been met with resistance and critique for many years. 
Firstdiscoverers.co.uk (no date) suggest that good childcare professionals should informally access children all the time. This could keep observations on what a child can do and not focused on comparing children against fixed standards. However, they acknowledge that classroom assessments have their own problems, being formative and high in efficacy and low in accuracy, whilst the more unbiased and easily comparable assessments are summative, which are highly dependable but have little unusable effectiveness. All assessments are also time and resource consuming.
Parentsandteacher.org.uk (2016) have a completely different outlook; they believe that tests benefit all involved, from children, parents, teachers and the school as a whole. They believe that there should be more tests, and that tests do not need to be stressful and scary for children. They believe that a good school should be able to test children without children being aware that they are having an exam. 
 
Pickover (2018) reported on a meeting on young children’s mental health.  The UK school standards minister stated that he believed that children should sit exams earlier as this would acclimatise them to the exam procedure and help them to cope with exam stress. The policy manager who was also present at the meeting stated that the education system is unbalanced and has a greater focus and interest in children’s exam results than for their wellbeing.
It can be seen from the above that there are experts for and against assessment, and with no consensus this would mean that any new curriculum would be debated upon which, if any assessments should be used.
School systems vary around the world. The country that has been recognised to have the best education system in the world is Finland, with the UK coming in seventh place (Humphries, 2020). There are no formal tests or assessments which occur during early years education or after children complete the curriculum. There are no set tests at any point in the Finnish education system, except for one that occurs in the last year of schooling, although even this test is not used to compare students. (Handcock, 2011)
Education Finland (no date) explains that the Finnish Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) curriculum combines education and care. Much of the curriculum is centred on play. During their time each child will have an individual plan that is created in collaboration with parents and is often reviewed. This curriculum was introduced to Finland in 2003. (Heinämäki, 2008)
The ECEC curriculum is birth to seven years and is available to all children within this age bracket. The ECEC is not mandatory until the age of six, when all children must have one year of pre-primary education. (Eurydice, 2021)
Celsian Education (2018) explained that in Finland there are no standardised tests, and the only exams that children must take are in the last year of school. This lack of assessments eliminates competition between schools and children. All schools are created equally, and there are no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ schools. Children are not put into sets and children of a lower ability are not written off. Play is encouraged throughout the entirety of a child’s schooling.
The only criticism found in relation to Finland’s Early Years program focused on the difficulty of building partnerships between some working parents and teachers in settings. (Ugaste and Niikko, 2015). This may reflect how Finland retains its status as the best education system in the world.
Another Early Years curriculum that has been of interest for many teachers and practitioners from the UK is the Te Whãriki programme from New Zealand. This curriculum was created in 1996 and is a duel cultural curriculum. It recognised and included the voices of indigenous people and used a philosophical approach. The Ministry of Education (1996) explained that in Te Whãriki assessment of children is used solely as means to improve the programme they are in. Assessments are undertaken by intelligent and experienced practitioners and teachers and these are never used to compare children. Checklists are never used, and staff are advised not to use a snapshot observation to generalise about a child. 
Buchanan (2011) stated that assessment in the early years in New Zealand is a highly valued moral practice. Learning portfolios are used for each individual child. These have photos and documentation of the child’s voice. These reflect what Donaldson was suggesting in his Successful Futures document (2015).
However, there is some criticism of Te Whãriki. Zhang (2015) states that the sociocultural vision of Te Whãriki does not allow for any arrangements that include provision to help teachers promote and assess literacy. They believe that parents and teachers need to co-construct on aspects that are lacking in the Te Whãriki program.
Blaiklock (2013) suggests that no learning outcomes and no required assessments for any area of learning is an extreme program for young children and that there needs to be more balance. Te Whãriki could be actively promoting disadvantage and continue to bolster inequalities in society. He continues that the current theory and evidence available is not enough to support continued use of the learning stories as the only observation tool. Other more valid assessment procedures would allow teachers to adapt their teaching to tailor to the needs of individual children.
This suggests that a curriculum that UK experts are looking to learn from does have problematic issues of its own. A program without any assessment on children could make it more difficult for teachers to see how each individual child in their class is progressing.
To conclude, there is praise and critique for testing, and for not testing young children. The UK has a long history of testing its pupils, with tests being brought in for younger children for and against arguments are coming to light again. The new curriculum for Wales has stated that children should be involved more in their assessment and has used inspiration from the Te Whãriki movement in New Zealand. Time will tell if this new way of assessment works for a modern Wales.

Part Three
The Importance of Loose Parts
I was asked to attend a training course on loose parts eight years ago. Since then, I have been fascinated with the subject, and how different everyday objects often viewed as rubbish can be used in such an imaginative way by young children. Since the training course I have implemented and extended this play in the settings I have worked in. 
Daly and Belogovsky (2015) explained that loose parts is one of the best ways for children to give their imagination, creativity and curiosity free range. It allows infinite play without limits, offering multiple outcomes and story lines. 
Williams (no date) stated that loose parts play has never been as important as it is now; it gives children a much-needed break from technology and aids children in connecting to the real world. They are able to create their own agendas and narrative. Loose parts aids in language development, creating rich language play opportunities. Emotional development is supported with it promoting independence, and it encourages self-belief in children's abilities to construct their own play worlds and situations. Loose parts also provides opportunities for maths, literacy, art and science skills to develop in this cross curricula play.
Children have always played with everyday objects, turning boxes into space rockets and sticks into swords. It was in 1971 that the term ‘loose parts’ was coined by landscape architect Simon Nicholson, in a journal article. This article changed the provision that schools, and nurseries offered young children.  He stated that it is the environment that will let young children down, especially when it is stagnant and static. At the time he recommended that a society needed individuals to have more access to loose parts, and that young children could create more with this than a rigid education system. (Nicholson, 1971).
Reading Play (no date) suggested that Nicholson believed that loose parts play improved creativity, and that giving children access to these items would help them in their creative development.
Houser et al. (2016) explained that active play is under focus at the moment, especially with young children, and that child led play can offer children an opportunity to interact with the environment in a range of different ways. They did find that there is sometimes a lack of knowledge with practitioners about how to implement loose parts to develop outdoor play and physical literacy skills.
Loose parts play is supported in the play based early years curricula of Wales, England and Scotland. In the Foundation Phase of Wales, it is stated that ‘practitioner involvement in children’s learning is of vital importance, particularly when interactions involve open questioning, shared and sustained thinking’ (page 6).
The EYFS (2012) states that ‘all areas of learning and development are important and interconnected’ (page 7). Loose parts have the ability to be used in different areas and promote many areas of development which supports this pedagogical approach.
Casey and Robertson (2019) explain that loose parts play has been part of Scotland’s play strategy since 2016. In the toolkit it explains that there is an embedded approach to play that loose parts is a part of. As part of Scotland's curriculum for excellence it is recognised that there is enough time for play to occur, that the play cycle happens without interruption.
The right to play is supported by the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (1989) articles 29 and 30 support this, which incorporates the use of loose parts.
Gull et al. (2019) suggested that loose parts does not have a clear definition and can often be ambiguous, with different interpretations. Kingston – Hughes (2020) added to this idea stating that although there are now loose parts in most settings and primary schools there is not a consistent approach. Some practitioners only use natural resources, while others only recycled objects. However, it is more about the process of how children play with objects than the materials used. It is divergent thinking that lets loose parts thrive. 
Research into loose parts is in its infancy, and there are questions coming from its theoretical perspective and indicators from early mixed method studies are full of promise. (Gibson, Cornell and Gill, 2017)
Today educators have the opportunity to design curricula where children can learn to analyse, problem solve, reflect and evaluate. Having loose parts integrated into methodology can make way for open-ended creative and divergent thinking. (Smith – Gilman, 2018)
Loose parts play as well as helping develop language and physical literacy skills can also help with schemas. Piaget defined schemas in his 1954 cognitive development theory. He showed that young children and adults think very differently, and a schema is a tool for young children to organise their knowledge. This is supported by the EYFS. Loose parts play is a child led way to encourage children to express and refine their schematic knowledge. Loose parts support most schemas and will help with future development and learning. (EYFS, 2012; Houghton, 2018)
As mentioned before sustained shared thinking is a great way of strengthening practitioner and child relationships. Loose parts offer ways to do this. Hayes (no date) explains that loose parts promote sustained shared thinking as the creative materials give ways to extend play and ideas. Collaborative play and discussion can lead to children finding their own way and creating their own worlds.
With all the benefits stated I hope that the importance of loose parts play will be continued in the new Curriculum for Wales. The guidance for this curriculum states that it is possible for practitioners to design methodology that gives children opportunities across learning areas. Loose parts fits this ideology perfectly, so I think that loose parts will be staying in settings in Wales.
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