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   Section1. 
The foundation phase was introduced in Wales in a bid to leave behind previous more formal curriculum approaches to children’s education which were believed to lower children’s attainment. It looked to implement a curriculum for children aged three to seven which based itself on children learning through experiential play-based activities. It was hoped successful implementation would raise attainment, promote pragmatic attitudes, address differing needs, allow for later educational opportunities and empower children to become active members of their community (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, no date). Welsh Government (2016) in the Foundation Phase Action Plan continues to put significant value on the implementation of the Foundation Phase and states that practitioners within Wales hold it as an excellent pedagogy for practice. However, whilst the Welsh Government (2014) independent stocktake document agrees and expresses that there is a sense of positivity in the way the Foundation Phase has been implemented, this is varied across settings, and it reports that only one fifth of settings were successful in implementation. The document made a report of recommendations, and these will be explored as potential barriers to the successful implementation of the Foundation Phase in some settings, focusing on understanding, training and support for practitioners throughout implementation.
UNESCO (2014) state that curriculum can only be implemented successfully, and quality learning achieved through quality practitioners. For the quality of teaching to be there, practitioners need to be adequately supported.  Maynard et al. (2010) echo this and state that implementation of the Foundation Phase will only be effective if support is given from all levels from government through to local authorities and within schools themselves and all levels need to collaborate to achieve this. However, Macdonald (no date) details that Welsh Government gives over delivery of curriculum to the local authorities within Wales therefore support for delivery of aspects of the Foundation Phase are not consistent across all local authorities and therefore individual schools, settings and practitioners. Furthermore, Macdonald says guidance given to local authorities about implementation is rather vague and general such as on ‘ratios’ and use of ‘high quality practitioners’, leaving individual settings left to interpret what ‘high quality practitioners’ means. 
According to Reed and Canning (2012) high quality practitioners lead and manage change but it requires the skills of understanding and adaptation which is learned through academic study. They further say that there is an increasing value being put on ensuring that early year’s practitioners are suitably trained and qualified to implement curriculum. Waters (2015) states that the Foundation Phase is implemented in both maintained and non-maintained settings and therefore covering varying age ranges. Furthermore, Waters and Paylers (2015) state that therefore the professional learning that takes place across both types of settings differs and so does the costs, regulatory bodies and professional bodies, presenting challenges. Support for training across the board needs to be ongoing and consistent for practitioners to implement change successfully and equally. OECD (no date) further support this and say quality is often defined by practitioners having qualifications such as degrees and experience, which may not be the case for practitioners in non- maintained settings possibly leaving inconsistencies in curriculum implementation. 
Furthermore, Moss (2010) says practitioners need to be supported to understand what their role is. There is a lack of equality between teachers and early years workers both in their training and in their pay. This leaves early years workers not knowing their role within implementation and not wanting to step on the teachers toes due to this and further still they are not remunerated for it either. Moreover, even though Gouedard, Pont and Huang, (2020) recognise the importance of quality teachers for successful curriculum reform implementation they also recognise that for this to happen new reform policy needs to change. They say Government need to take note of the current workforce’s capabilities and implement a strategy to continually support the professional development of practitioners throughout curriculum reform which includes clear guidelines and supportive tools.
 Welsh Government (2017a) published their Childcare, Play and Early Years in Wales Workforce plan which pledged to provide childcare and play providers with high quality skills and qualifications that will be held in high esteem within ten years.  This plan is too late for implementation of the Foundation Phase and as The Feedback Analysis for Curriculum for Wales details concerns over staff training for the curriculum reform to be successful (O’Prey et al., 2019) this suggests that this will not come to full fruition before the implementation of the new curriculum either. However, Donaldson (2015) in Successful Futures details that one of the best things we can take into the New Curriculum for Wales is the success of the Foundation Phase. Although, according to Senedd Wales (2019) Wales PISA 2018 scores still showed Wales to be the lowest scoring UK country, however, there has been an increase in attainment in reading and maths since the last set of results in 2015. Furthermore, Holland (2019) Child Commissioner for Wales stated that these results are only one measurement and that children need to be supported to reach their potential in areas that support their well-being and mental health too. 
Welsh Government (2015a) Foundation Phase Framework says that practitioners’ involvement and understanding is paramount in successful delivery of the Foundation Phase and practitioners will need to inspire and challenge children through both adult and child led activities. They say play is at the centre of the pedagogy and is the main route to children’s learning and development. The children will achieve this by hands on experiences, exploring, experimenting and working solely or as part of a group. Thomas and Lewis (2016) further state that how the curriculum is implemented relies on practitioners’ understanding and value of play.  However, Estyn (2011) found that successful implementation was not happening due to practitioners’ lack of pedagogical understanding and practice.
 Thomas and Lewis also explain how the Foundation Phase pedagogy was developed through taking on elements of other international pedagogy and influencing theorists such as Te Whariki and Reggio Emilia. Both Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki practitioners understand the importance of play and that children do this through socialisation, creativity and exploration with Te Whariki practitioners being supported with thorough guidance and information on implementation. Welsh Assembly Government (2008a) in their Play/ Active Learning document stated that children should not be exposed to formal routes of learning too early on in childhood adopting the above approaches. However, within the same document they also say that practitioners should be conscious of children’s stages of development and have clear aims for their play. Maynard et al. (2010) and Thomas and Lewis (2016) reported on this ambiguity within the Foundation Phase principles and said that the Foundation Phase wanted to put out a pedagogy that supported children’s partnerships, environment and society having an influence over how children learned rather than through formal learning approaches. However, there are parts of the principles that remain still slightly focused on age and stage related aims and practitioners planning play instead of scaffolding it and so it is no wonder that there was disparity in implementation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk90312490]Bubikova- moan, Hjetland and Wollscheid (2019) report on 62 studies from 24 international countries surrounding practitioners’ views on play-based learning. They found that although play based learning has received international acclaim it is the vagueness of play-based pedagogy described above that leaves professionals confused and unable to implement it successfully.
Further to this McInnes et al. (2011) state that although practitioners recognise that play should be central to children’s learning they fail to understand what play really is and how it relates to their practice and therefore play based curriculum implementation. They say that practitioners are reluctant to involve themselves in children’s play as they are used to prior curricula practices which put emphasis on practitioners observing play in a bid to tick development boxes rather than supporting and facilitating children’s play. According to Sutterby and Kharod (2020) some practitioners use play merely as a time to carry out paperwork or as a reward for children completing their work. However, they say that the practitioners’ lack of play implementation in curricula is due to lack of confidence in it which comes down to training and knowledge. Howard and McInnes (2013) further detail that practitioners need to understand that children will use ques to determine whether they deem an activity as play or not. Studies have shown that if practitioners are planning activities for play that children deem as not playful then this fails to develop their learning as emphatically as an activity that children may perceive as playful and therefore practitioners’ deep understanding of play for children’s learning and development is imperative.
As previously mentioned, the Foundation Phase principles stated that there needed to be a mix of adult and child led activities to foster learning through play (Welsh Government, 2008a) This leads to an opportunity for sustained shared thinking.  Practitioners need to have the understanding and skills to implement this in practice and to realise when this happens naturally and how it will benefit children, judging when to support and when not to, to encourage independent learning (Children’s Services Central, no date). This was an idea encapsulated within Vygotsky’s work, he thought social interactions helped to develop children’s knowledge and had noted the importance of this within children’s play before curriculum policymakers (Nursery World, 2015).
 Blatchford et al. (2002) in The REPEY Study in agreeance with Vygotsky and Bruner detailed how sustained shared thinking was pivotal in children’s learning and development and that practitioners’ understanding of this in curriculum implementation was essential. However, the study found that occurrences of sustained shared thinking in settings were not happening as often as they should have been. The EPPE Project (2004) findings showed that in settings where there was a lot of sustained shared thinking observed and implemented, children showed more progression in their learning. However, Kingston and Siraj (2017) found that within the Foundation Phase sustained shared thinking was still very much underused and misunderstood. They noted that the only way to enhance practitioners sustained shared thinking skills was for them to be mentored by someone who could model the correct behaviours. Nevertheless, Fornato (2012, cited in Purdon, 2013) states that it is this very training that is needed that is not being implemented that is a barrier to sustained shared thinking taking place. Kingston and Siraj further state that due to costs involved in training, settings have reverted to online versions of training which in Kingston and Siraj’s opinion would not be enough as the face-to-face interaction is limited. Bakia et al. (2012) further detail in their report how education is continuingly faced with the challenge of better outcomes whilst spending less on training, so the attention is focused on how online training can be improved to improve quality.
The CPD Certification Service (2016) say that as online training is increasingly becoming the alternative to face-to-face training, the benefits must be understood. They state that not only is it more cost effective, but it also offers professionals flexibility so they can participate as and when it is convenient. The materials are easily accessible and remain online for whenever they are needed. The environment is sometimes deemed more comfortable and is favoured by those less confident. Headleand (2021) explains how the covid -19 pandemic has seen a need for innovation across all sectors and that whereas pre pandemic professionals may have opted out of additional training, the flexibility of online training has seen a much higher attendance and enabled a diverse skilled group of professionals to come together to share best practice. Welsh Government (2021a) have further recognised the importance of how practitioners understand and react to the changing demands of the pandemic and improve their online training to implement The New Curriculum for Wales.


 




















Section 2.
Gaalen (2011) says that over time there has been much debate surrounding child development and the use of age and stage development norms which is unhelpful as all children develop at their own unique pace. Children should be looked at holistically and meaningful interactions between the practitoner, child and their families will aid the practioner to gain an understanding of each child’s abilities and individual interests and allow them to cater for their needs and enable their environment.
 Early Years Matters (2021) support this view and state all children are unique, they develop at their own pace and learn in their own individual way and professionals should be supportive of this to create individuals that are capable and confident. Pacey (no date) further support this and say children should not all be treated the same but should all be treated fairly and have their individual needs met.
However, according to Tierney (2013) fairness when it comes to assessment is contentious. All educators aim to be fair, but this is left to interpretation which is invariably different. Furthermore, Tierney says that whilst formative assessment has been on the increase there is still concern whether this form of assessment is any fairer than other forms of assessment and there is potential for unfairness in them all.
 Welsh Government (2017b) state that it is the Foundation Phase Profile that will support children’s assessment throughout their time in the Foundation Phase. Through formative assessments using observations, the profile will aid practitioners to provide appropriate curricula for all children that meets their needs and interests. Sharman, Cross and Vennis (2015) support this and state that observations will allow practitioners to document children’s learning to assess their development and allow practitioners to plan an environment that will incorporate each unique child’s interests and personality. This is something that Age of Montessori (2021) say that Maria Montessori understood that all children are unique and have differences and so she believed creating environments and providing opportunities for children to engage in their interests helped them learn and develop.
Welsh Government (2011a) detail how children will first be assessed on entry to the Foundation Phase. In their first six weeks at the setting the children will unobtrusively be observed covering the six areas of development. This will then form a ‘baseline’ assessment of children. The document says that the descriptions of behaviours within each developmental area will span a large age range to accommodate for both less able and more able children. Nevertheless, Rodger (2012) explains that this relies on practitioners’ skills to be able to carry this out and may involve more training. Furthermore, whilst Nelson (2020) favours observation for formative assessment she details that it should be ongoing over time, not just at certain points, as children develop at differing rates. Assessing this way would ensure continuous meeting of needs and an appropriate environment. However, Finch (2017) states that observing to assess children is time consuming and in measuring children’s progress whether it be at certain times or ongoing is taking away from spending quality time and building relationships with children and it is this that will encourage new skills and enable confident and capable children.
[bookmark: _Hlk92462853]Welsh Government (2011b) then detail how children will undergo a summative assessment at the end of Foundation Phase against a range of outcomes. They will be observed again in their usual activities for their attainment to be evaluated and a ‘best fit’ learning outcome be recorded. However, Rodger (2012) states that these ‘best fit’ judgements whilst give a picture of how specific areas of learning are scoring or certain groups of children are progressing, they do not consider individual children’s current development and influences on this such as trauma and emotional well- being at the time and perhaps do not provide a true reflection of the child. Rousseau (1974) also states that practitioners should not be concerned with scores or age-related outcomes and should just look at individuals year on year progression.  
 National Day Nurseries Association (2019) say that The Foundation Phase Profile assessment tool has been utilised to identify any developmental delays or additional learning needs. It therefore can cater for and build up a holistic view of each child and building these formative assessments to give an outcome ensures progress is easily measured. WJEC (2019) echo this and state that it will allow practitioners to identify early any SEN or ALN and ensure individual children receive the right support, allowing practitioners to make use of the expanded full profile tool to further track a child’s progress if any needs are identified.
However, Welsh Government (2018a) in their Foundation Phase frequently asked questions stated that although the profile tool allows for early identification of any additional needs, it does not contain enough detail to fully assess for specific needs.  Practitioners should seek advice off their ALNCo and undertake further assessments to identify more profound needs. Further to this Douglas et al. (2015) say that in identifying additional needs and the need for further assessment that the purpose of the initial assessment is not lost and any progress that children make is celebrated regardless of what part of the curriculum that is seen in.
 Welsh Government (2018b) also outlined children are assessed during the Foundation Phase only in the language of the school or setting and not the child’s home language. Welsh Government (2017b) say when it comes to assessing their language and literacy skills if the children are not seen talking in either English or Welsh then they are marked lower in this skill ladder. This then does not show a true reflection of the child and their abilities, although Welsh Government (2017b) state that these children are given further opportunities to show these skills. 
In contradiction, Welsh Government (2008b) in their Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity document state that the Foundation Phase promotes ‘positive links’ with home and respects children’s culture and celebrates the cultural diversity that Welsh societies hold. This is important for children and unicef (no date) in the UNCRC article 29 states that education must respect children’s cultures and article 30 states children have the right to learn and use their language. 
Despite this, Parekh (2017) believed that the education system is and always has been so caught up in the notion of ability that therefore those children that experience some degree of racial unfairness in their education are then deemed as lacking ability all round. This generalization then leaves the English language learners unfairly looked at and measured due to their inability to speak English. However, Alsubaie (2015) states that these children are at a disadvantage due to the increase of multicultural classrooms and the difficulty this presents the teachers with to provide activities and opportunities that are equitable for all. This then often results in low attainment for these pupils. Alsubaie goes on to say that this barrier could be overcome should teachers be given opportunities to professionally develop their multicultural teaching practices. Moreover, Morton and Guerin (2017) state that when educators become aware of their ability to teach all children within their setting regardless of language, ethnicity and ability then they can assess inclusively. Multicultural theorists Banks and Banks (2019) also say that when teachers address diversity and multiculturalism, this will enable them to respond to children’s individual needs and allow for more effective practitioners. Regardless of this, Lucas (2011) says that little attention is given to this support for teachers within multicultural classrooms and this could be due to a lack of specialists in the field to impart their knowledge.
The Foundation Phase Profile was developed in the hope to have a more clear and consistent method of assessing and tracking progress of all early year’s children (Welsh Government, 2015b). However, Donaldson (2015) although recognises that the Foundation Phase is one of the best things about education in Wales, also recognises that assessment procedures in Wales coupled with the current curriculum no longer improve attainment or meet the needs of individual children and therefore reform is needed in the shape of The New Curriculum for Wales.
OECD (2015) reported how Wales attainment levels for core curriculum subjects were the lowest in the United Kingdom. The report recommended that Wales strengthens their assessment process to coordinate across all levels and to put a new process in place that has durability and supports practitioners in successful implementation. Welsh Government (2020b) said New Curriculum for Wales would move away from the current assessment arrangements where assessment was made at certain points and still broad aged based. Welsh Government (2018b) states that the new curriculum will allow teachers more autonomy to meet the needs of each unique child. Assessment will be progressive in nature. Gov.Wales (2019) also stated that The New Curriculum for Wales wanted to shift from current ‘best fit’ assessments and outcomes to outcomes that were not used for attainment decisions but for practitioners to simply see each learners’ progression. 
  Welsh Government (2020) Introduction to Curriculum for Wales guidance document explains that the new curriculum will be made up of six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE). Within these AoLE will be progression steps with descriptions for learning all of which will aid learners to become ambitious capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. Progression steps will still relate to broad expectations for children at certain ages even though they said they were moving away from this.  However, they say this is so that learners are not expected to reach a certain step by a certain age/stage so that each child can continuingly progress at their own pace. Assessment they say is essential for children’s learning. Children will be assessed and progress tracked through these progression steps and will allow educators to identify existing knowledge and plan for their next steps to challenge, support and provide for individual needs. They continue to say that this will depend on relationships between the child and the practitioner. Wentzel and Miele (2016) support this and states that the quality of the relationship between practitioner and learner is important in student engagement and motivation. She says that those practitioners that develop relationships with children that make them feel safe, secure and academically supported help children to develop not only academically but in their social and emotional well-being development also. This supports Bowlby’s theory that children learn through quality interactions with their educators (Riley, 2011).
 Even though Welsh Government (2019) state that children’s assessment will be progressive and is moving away from ‘best fit’ and outcome-based assessments they state that there will still be outcome-based assessments for literacy and numeracy. This according to Gouedard, Pont and Hyttinen Pinhsuan Huang (2020) is watering down the full focus of reform which is the importance of each child’s needs. Furthermore, they say that curriculum reform needs to change many or all components in children’s learning and in the teaching for implementation to be successful. Whilst Kohn (2015) accepts that assessing children through testing is okay when the teachers care about each individual’s child’s progress, this is not a progressive based curriculum and assessment process. Inside what is described as a progressive curriculum this would be fruitless.
Further to this Welsh Government (2020b) state that The Curriculum for Wales will be inclusive of all learners, so each individual child reaches their full potential regardless of ability. However, Pickles (2021) states that although New Curriculum for Wales acknowledges children with additional learning needs will progress at their individual pace, much like The Foundation Phase Profile ALN children are not specifically catered for in the assessment progression steps and descriptions for learning. It will take practitioners a lot of work and time to break the progression steps down into smaller parts to cater for individual ALN children. However, Welsh Government (2020c) say that the new ALN statutory support system framework can be used and integrated to support children through the assessment process. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2021b) say that they have developed interactive training courses for practitioners to aid them in the new ALN system and supporting learners.
O’ Prey et al. (2019) in the Curriculum for Wales Feedback Analysis state that whilst most practitioners are in favour of more formative assessment, they still felt that more guidance was needed to show how this was going to work in practice. Welsh Government (2021c) also found in their practitioner survey on preparations for curriculum and assessment reforms that out of the 345 responses from head teachers and senior leaders who participated in the survey around half were not clear on how they will change assessment systems within their schools and what the requirements are. According to Evans (2022) from the Foundation Phase into The New Curriculum for Wales lessons were not learned and that a clear implementation plan is still lacking for the new curriculum and furthermore a plan for professional learning around how it works and what roll out looks like. Without this training and understanding the new curriculum implementation will not work. Professionals can not be expected to go from a curriculum with regulations, expectations and outcomes to one without, which in turn does nothing to cater for children’s differing needs. Senedd Wales (2020) also voiced concerns over the seemingly lack of professional learning opportunities to aid practitioners in planning for consistent curriculum delivery. Furthermore, Evans asks why are Wales still in the position all these years later where practitioners still do not know why we have reform and how we should be implementing it? The answer according to Evans is possibly practitioners’ lack of consultation on how it would work from their perspective in practice. However, Welsh Government (2021d) say that new curriculum assessment arrangements were consulted on by practitioners in Wales across primary, secondary and special educational settings alongside non maintained childcare settings.






Section 3.

Blog- Does Curriculum consider the importance of children’s mental health and well-being?

The Mental Health Foundation (2016) state that The Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAHMS) had reported that there had been a 100% increase in demand for their service since 2012. Center on The Developing Child Harvard University (no date) say that children can show mental health disorders very early on in life. Stress can have a profound effect on the development of a child’s brain and can impair achievement at school and impact on their mental health for life. Innes (2015) also agrees and says that continued stress has major effects on the part of a child’s brain that is responsible for learning.
Holland (no date) says that the most talked about topic with children that she has met is the need and want to feel happy and well. She goes on to say with mental health services stretched in Wales the responsibility of dealing with children’s mental health and well-being does not just lay with the health services but with children’s education systems too.
Mental Health Foundation (2021) explain how children’s emotional well being is as important as the rest of their health and development and being in good mental health allows them to become resilient individuals. Allowing them opportunities to play freely both indoors and out will help to keep them in good mental health.
However, Welsh Government (2020d) review on the impact of Covid-19 on the wellbeing and mental health of children, revealed it has had a profound effect on the mental health of a lot of children such as anxiety, depression and behavioural issues. They say factors that can positively reduce the effects include whole school interventions. Kieling et al. (2011) has also stated that action is needed to stamp out mental health problems for the children of the future.
So, with this in mind has mental health and well-being been considered enough for young children in a play-based Curriculum?
 Jamholt (2019) explains how the Nordic model of pre-school early childhood education and care is an important starting point for children to develop well in their future. This may be because the model places the children at the centre, putting their well-being and curiosity first and enabling them to develop this through allowing opportunities for hands on experiences and participation through their play. OECD (no date) states with this Nordic model in mind, that in 2015 it embarked on The Future of Education and skills project 2030. Within this they have developed The Learning Compass 2030 which sets out the skills and knowledge that children need to accomplish becoming children who experience healthy well-being and consider the well being of others also. It has been created by taking on the views of not only policy makers, leaders and teachers but children’s too ensuring they have considered and respected children’s views as outlined by unicef (no date) in the UNCRC. OECD states through The Learning Compass children will work together in partnership with peers, teachers and their community to accomplish their well-being through gaining firm foundations in not only language and literacy and digital literacy but physical and mental health too. OECD further state that this will be helped by establishing transformative competencies such as the ‘ability to create new value, reconcile tensions and dilemmas and take responsibility for their own actions’. They say that education’s shared world vision should be in promoting the well being of society and it hopes that by providing evidence based new curriculum design, that other countries will look to it and share its ethos and design into their own curriculums.
With The New Curriculum for Wales set to roll out this year, have policy makers here valued the importance of children’s well being in this new curriculum?
Welsh Government (2020e) have introduced Health and Well-being as an AoLE within The New Curriculum for Wales. It is hoped that it will aid children to deal with life’s opportunities and challenges by exploring their physical and mental health and social and emotional well-being. They say the curriculum shows that policy makers understand the importance of good health and well-being to enable children’s holistic learning and development. Welsh Government state that by practitioners planning holistically across all What Matters Statements then children will develop resilience, decision making and empathy enabling them to become confident and capable learners. Children will develop the ability to be respectful and the skill of listening which enables them to become ethical citizens. Children will learn to express their emotions, develop relationships and manage risk and responsibility enabling them to become creative contributors. All of this will enable children to understand how what they experience affects their mental health and well-being.
It seems encouraging from the evidence that global governments and education systems have understood the importance of mental health and well being in children’s education and Wales’s own new curriculum plans to embed it cross- curricula. So how can they do this effectively in the early years?
Nidirect government services (no date) suggest free child led and initiated play will allow children to engage in their interests and use imagination developing confidence, resilience, interaction, independence and allowing them the chance to experience challenge. This can be done through playing outside as well as in. They will share playful experiences with their peers, and this will help them to explore their emotions and how to deal with them. When children want an adult to take part in their play this can help them to develop healthy relationships and show them care and support and make them feel secure, but it is important to remember to let the child lead. Early Years matters (2020) however, say that practice must be effective to allow these opportunities to happen, practitioners need to understand the unique child and respect them and their families. They need to create a sensitive and positive relationship with the children, and they need to enable the child’s environment by providing resources and play spaces that are rich, allow them to explore and that are sensitive to their culture. Furthermore, Sutterby and Kharod (2020) say that practitioners need to have confidence to implement play and know its purpose and this comes from knowledge and understanding of the curriculum they are working with.
However, as Lewis (2020) explains not only were practitioners already facing challenge getting to grips with The New Curriculum for Wales framework, Covid- 19 decided to make things even more challenging. It has taken precious time away from practitioners to engage in collaboration and an understanding of how they are going to change curriculum to the best it has ever been to benefit children. Covid is continuing to affect schools and therefore planning for the new curriculum is taking a back seat. 
In a time where children’s mental health and well-being has never been more important, however encouraging and hopeful Welsh Governments vision was for putting children’s well being at the heart of their New Curriculum for Wales, due to Covid it feels that there is still a long road ahead before the vision is realised and children receive the benefit.
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