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Section one is going to look at the implementation of play based early years curricula, how well the Foundation Phase has been implemented and what lessons can be learnt from the Foundation Phase as the new curriculum is introduced, then Wales education reform, introducing ‘new Curriculum for Wales, being fully rolled out by 2026 (Welsh Government, no date).
Section one
The Foundation Phase was piloted in 2004 and implemented in 2008 in Wales for all three- to seven-year-olds (Welsh Government, 2016a). There are few Governments that have a curriculum before the age of three (Bertram and Pascal, 2002, P.5) Wales acknowledges the importance of the Early Years and offer funded Flying Start placements to two-year-olds in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021), Mcdonald, 2018, P.1, argues even so there is still a noticeable divide between care and education, policy and curriculum. The Foundation Phase saw Wales make a change and stand alone with their curricula instead of following England’s curricula policies, Waters (2016). The Foundation Phase was aimed at maintained and non-maintained early years settings (Taylor, Joshi and Wright, 2014) It was introduced due to failings and shortfalls be highlighted, acknowledging the current curriculum being used were not up to the standard and out-of-date in a rapidly changing society (Donaldson, 2015). The Foundation Phase has seven areas of learning centred around a ‘play-based’ approach (Welsh Government, 2019). This allows children to be actively involved in their learning and progress. Is supports relevance to the child using a structured approach that is child-centred, therefore moving away from traditional streamlined learning methods (Welsh Government, 2013, PP.17-18.), (UNICEF, 2018; Queensland Government, 2023; Ali, Akhtar and Hussian, 2018, PP. 6808-6809) all place a play-based approach as a fundamental and significant way children learn, they believe it is an essential learning tool that supports children to learn about their environment, others, relationships and themselves. It aids their social, cognitive, and physical development. The Foundation Phase places a significant value on outdoor play (Thomas and Lewis. 2016, P12) Each child learns differently but play-based learning is stimulating, motivating and enjoyable and has an instrumental impact on every child and their outcomes, giving the children the freedom to learn and grow at their own pace. Additionally, theorists such as Piaget, Bruner, Vygotsky, Montessori, and Frobel all claim play stimulates children’s development, permitting them to form opinions, make sense of the world and the curricula that supports them must be based around play (UK Essays, 2018).
Not only does play support children’s learning and outcomes but an equally important aspect to discuss is it supports a child’s mental health, reduces stress and anxiety, behaviour problems, and aggression. It also supports them in developing and processing their emotions, form strong bond and relationships (UNICEF, no date; Martin, Ph.D. and Umaschi, S, Ph.D., 2022, P.2-3). 
(Welsh Government, 2008a, P12) says practitioners should be facilitators ensuring they use a child-centred approach to children’s learning. To enable practitioners to achieve this they need to be knowledgeable in early childhood development and learning and be trained to a high quality (OECD, no date; Welsh Government, 2014a; Welsh Government, 2016b). If practitioners took a socio cultural view they would better understand children’s development and behaviour (Thomas and Lewis, 2016, P.13)The National Curriculum will be left behind and replaced with the Foundation Phase, this will see teachers and practitioners coming away from preconceptions and formal teaching methods (Fawcett, 2009, P.15; cited in, Thomas and Lewis, 2016, P.21).

Consequently, a play-based curricula in Wales faces challenges that could potentially reduce the effectiveness of the curricula, staff my struggle to define play/play-based and what it looks like, as a result may not reach the curricula standards, they may struggle with the pedagogy and curriculum change, time and effort would be needed to reach the standard expected to follow the Foundation Phase ( Howard, Miles, and Gealy, 2009, PP.104-110; Thomas and Lewis, 2016, P.7) this would not support the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child), article 31 which states every child has the right to play (UNICEF, no date). The Welsh Government recognises the importance of play and the influence it has on a child’s development (Welsh Government, 2014b, P.4; Play Wales, 2020, P.1; Play Wales, 2023).
Additionally, the formal teaching methods that were being used demonstrated having a negative impact on children, their development and future learning (WAG, 2008d, P.8; Thomas and Lewis, 2016, P.13) it was not giving the children the skills needed to develop their curiosity and understand concepts (Bertram and Pascal, 2002, P22; Donaldson, 2015 P.6, Thomas and Lewis, 2016. P.13).
To understand the principles, theory and philosophy of the Foundation Phase staff need to be skilled and equipped to reflect on and implement the curriculum effectively in their provision (Thomas and Lewis, 2016, P.7 despite this Maynart et al (2013) argues the Foundation phase documentation is conflicting and unclear, therefore staff would find it difficult to follow and understand play-based learning correctly. As a result of this practitioners lacking in understanding of the ethos and principles of the Foundation Phase, they do not know how to fully plan for the best outcomes for the child, for instance, not using adult-led and child-led learning, or the use of free flow access to both the indoor and outdoor environment will have a detrimental effect on children’s learning later on (Estyn, 2011, P.5-7). Staff even question the value of the Foundation Phase. This highlights that relevant training is needed for practitioners to understand play and how beneficial and crucial it is in supporting children’s development (Howard and Mcinnes, 2012, P.737), (Wenche and Waters, 2006, PP.126-127) place an emphasis on practitioners being aware of learning theories and developing their pedagogical skills this will in turn support children’s learning. A key message from Donalson, 2015 claims if practitioners do not know what they are doing, how do they know what to do about it, the structure needs to be clear (Dauncey, 2021).
In addition to the confusion on play and practitioners understanding, in 2014 a stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales and how its implemented led to twenty-three recommendations, however it is evident that the schools visited had successfully implanted the Foundation Phase curriculum within their provision, as a result attendance, participation, motivation and well-being had all been improved (Welsh Government, 2014c) Estyn also recognises practitioners who have adapted their planning using the whole curriculum have best supported children’s skills and learning outcomes (Estyn, 2011, P.14). According to Cardiff University an evaluation of the Foundation Phase was carried out in 2014 with the Welsh Government recognising the skills of Foundation Phase staff needed enhancing, therefore applied £1M funding for further training (Cardiff University, no date).
The Foundation Phase mirrors the Reggio Emilia approach Putting the individual child central, facilitating them to make sense of their environment and see the child as capable and dynamic citizens (Senent, Kendra, and Abo-Zena, 2021, P.1250) in addition to Reggio Emilia approach theorist John Dewey also believed a child-centred approach with practitioners promoting the children’s learning from their own interests, he stated this was the best way to get children to engage (Aubrey and Riley. 2019, P.8) likewise the Te Whariki approach puts children’s interests central to the child’s learning and involves parents and the community to ensure the best learning outcomes for the child (Ministry of Education, 2023). 
One can agree there is a lot to be learnt from other countries and theoretical concepts regarding child development and how children best learn, countries such as Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki already see the early years a monumental part of a child’s leaning and outcome throughout their lives (Goswami and Bryant, 2007). 
Adapting the way practitioners teach will not only be beneficial for children’s learning but will support the Foundation Phase in working effectively, without the will to change formal teaching methods, determine what ‘play’ is and support practitioners throughout the revised education process, helping them to understand the value of the Foundation Phase and how it positively impacts children’s learning, without al this unfortunately it will have a detrimental impact on the effectiveness of the curriculum.
In 2014 the Welsh Government asked Professor Graham Donaldson to review the curriculum in Wales from Foundation Phase to key stage 4, the Donaldson report was published ‘successful futures’ (Welsh Government, 2018). The review had 68 recommendations made, Wales fully accepted this, and this is where ‘The new Curriculum for Wales’ came from. To put it more simply Donaldson found the Foundation Phase to show real strengths, with these foundations already in place the new curriculum for Wales stands a great chance of being successful if children are taught in the digital twenty first century that they are living in (Welsh Government, 2018). 
From the Donaldson report 2015 came ‘successful futures’ and a ‘New Curriculum for Wales’. Although the Foundation Phase demonstrated strength within the curriculum and play-based learning, clarity and definition were needed alongside continuous proffessional development for practitioners.

Section two
Section two will look at the importance of the unique child. Look into one or two assessments, one current assessment and one new assessment, what works and what potential barriers, if any may occur.
Every child should be seen as unique, children learn from birth onwards, but discover, learn, and develop individually, their environments and socioeconomic culture will also impact their development (Children in Wales, 2021) in 2022 Herd reported 34% of children in Wales were living in poverty (BBC News, 2022) This demonstrates the importance of closing the attainment gap on socioeconomic culture so every child has the best chance even if disadvantaged (BBC News, 2020) An equally important aspect of the unique child it allows practitioners to understand the child, asses their progress and be able to plan the next steps for development. Providing children with the opportunities to recognise and learn from their unique qualities promotes equality and inclusion and the child feels valued (Early Years Matters, no date). The Te Whariki approach has impacted policy and curriculum change (Fleer, 2003, PP.243/244; cited in; Blaiklock, 2010). The Te Whariki curriculum places the children’s own interests and qualities central in their education and their assessments of each individual child can then aid the areas that may need additional support, the older children are encouraged to participate in the assessment and process of their learning journey. (Te Whariki online, no date). Despite the praise and recognition of the Te Whariki approach it cannot be denied there are apparent differences alongside similarities between the Foundation Phase and Te Whariki. The Foundation Phase is aimed at three-seven-year –olds,  Te Whariki is birth-five-years, staff ratios are highly different, Te Whariki could be working at a 1:15 ratio. Of course, both the Foundation Phase and Te Whariki approach take a holistic view of the child which indeed supports the individual child and their development. Moreover, Te Whariki does not place emphasis on subject areas and skills, they use play-based integrated learning opportunities (Blaiklock, 2010, PP.201-204).  
Observing and Assessing children is an integral part of working with children, assessments facilitate practitioners in understanding children’s abilities and needs, enabling them to plan accordingly to meet the children’s developmental requirements (Neaum, 2016). Endorsing the unique child supports each child and how they learn differently and at various times, this is appreciated in the Foundation Phase which concentrates on ‘stage not age.’ Current assessment methods look at all children the same with expecting predetermined outcomes. The Foundation Phase focuses on the child and how best to support their development and interests (Aasen and Waters, 2006).
There are both positive and negative aspects to both formal and informal assessments for children. Formal assessments can be time consuming; these are known as standardised assessments; they are reliable and measure children’s learning progress at certain stages of their learning journey, these formal assessments are planned for. Informal assessments can be spontaneous and less invasive and are often used as an observational method, they can be carried out in the moment and capture what is happening at that time (McNulty, 2021).
According to the Welsh Government 2022 the Foundation Phase Profiles for three- to seven-year-olds have been effective in the baseline and end-of-phase assessments as they can be used through observations. Practitioners have found the Foundation Phase profiles useful when planning children’s next steps and setting targets, they state the provide a clear understanding of children’s abilities and skills. However, some practitioners mention setting up and planning of activities to assess certain subjective areas, as a result the Foundation phase Profile does not truly reflect the unique child or their abilities without structure from practitioners for said skill types being assessed, involvement from practitioners make these a focused-task and not spontaneous learning by the child and their interests, this demonstrates the Foundation Phase Profiles may work well in some areas, but not all (Welsh Government, 2022a).  Another barrier practitioners highlighted when using the Foundation Phase profiles was time and moved away from the principle of the unique child, this was mainly when initially using the compact profile in reception within the first six weeks of the child settling in, once this stage was completed practitioners found the Foundation Phase profile adaptable and easy to use  how they saw fit (Welsh Government, 2022b). Nonetheless the Donalson report stated the curriculum is separated into phases and key stages and this what not effective or no longer relevant with the teaching ways and assessments expected to be carried out (Welsh Government, 2015). 
An example of positive assessments is early intervention, the NSPCC suggest when an issue is highlighted it can be extremely beneficial to the child and their family, it improves outcomes and ensures there is support in place to assist the child in reaching their full potential in a safe and stimulating environment where all their needs are carefully planned and met (NSPCC, 2021). It cannot be denied that the focus should be on what the child can do in the early year's education, this should be acknowledged and planned for to strengthen and enhance their qualities and abilities, early testing can set them up to fail (Hanney, 2000, P16) notably the UNCRC article 3 states a child’s interests must be priority (UNICEF, no date).
Practitioners working in a non-maintained Flying Start Setting must adhere not only to care inspectorate Wales (CIW) but Flying Starts too, (Flying Start are Welsh Assembly Government funded). Practitioners must use a Welsh Government approved assessment tool (Welsh Government, 2012, P.4). Flying start have an expectation that practitioners must follow pedagogical frameworks and focus on developmental goals not subject outcomes. Staff are expected to have children’s interests central, much like the Foundation Phase, adapting and re-structuring plans daily to meet the Childrens needs and interests (Welsh Government, 2014, P.7-8) Practitioners use observations, Mapping, snap observations, photographs, wellcom toolkit (GL Assessment, no date), and the well-being and involvement tracker (also known as Leuven Scale), (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2019) assess children in their care. Although these assessments are beneficial to children and their families' practitioners understand the monumental responsibility, they have to each child but may struggle to find the time to complete all relevant paperwork needed for each child alongside the already heavy workload. That said, while practitioners may need to find allocated time for these assessments, Flying Start offer a valuable support structure for helping children, they have health visitors, speech and language team, ALN support/transitional workers, advisory teachers, just to name a few who are there to support the setting, practitioners, children and their families ensuring they reach the best possible outcomes and the children enjoy their time in a stimulating, rich, motivating high-quality provision (Welsh Government, 2014a). These assessments have proved invaluable when supporting children in their learning and development (Welsh Government, 2019).
Both formal and informal assessments are key when thinking of the unique child and planning for their individual needs. Mostly these assessments give practitioners the opportunity to a build a picture of the child’s interests and strengths and plan to facilitate them in the areas of development that they may need support in within a high-quality provision (Welsh Government, no date).
Section 3
Additional learning needs is known as ALN, these children may have physical disabilities or learning difficulties. Many children with ALN will need or have in place extra support or one to one while in education (Snap. Cymru, no date) Statistics state around one in five children in Wales have additional learning needs (Snap Cymru, no date).
Here in Wales supporting children to the highest esteem, providing high-quality education, aiding children reach their full potential and live a full and happy life is a priority, here are some acts and programmes that support children with ALN;
Additional learning needs and education tribunal (Wales) act 2018, this act supports individual development plans (known as an IDP, in education) or all children and young people with ALN (Welsh Parliament, 2021).
Additional learning needs (ALN) system: children’s guide, this has information for children to help them understand who and what is in place to help and support them (Welsh Government, 2022).
The Additional Learning Needs Code and Regulations: explanatory Memorandum, this code is in place to ensure statutory requirements for schools, local authorities, and NHS bodies are being upheld and followed correctly to meet the additional learning needs of children and young people in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021).
The Additional Learning Needs transformation programme: frequently asked questions, this programme has been introduced for children from birth to twenty-five years-of-age and replaces the special educational learning needs (SEN) system, this system supports all learners with ALN reach their full potential and overcome any barriers they may be faced with (Welsh Government, 2022).
There is so much information to be found on Additional Learning Needs on the Welsh Government websites.
All acts and programmes already discussed in this blog fall in line with;
The Equality Act 2010, which protects against discrimination, advance equality, ensures nobody is at a disadvantage (Welsh Government, 2011).
The National Minimum Standards, standard 4, which states every child’s individual needs, including special education needs and disabilities are planned and provided for (Welsh Government, 2016, P.18).
United Nations convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC) article 2 which states must be non-discriminative regardless of their abilities and article 3 which states the best interests of the child must be a priority (UNICEF, no date).
In 2014 the Welsh Government asked for a review of the Foundation Phase curriculum, the Donaldson 2015 report although made many recommendations, recognised the strength within the Foundation phase that promoted inclusion and equality that supported children with Additional learning needs. However, this implementation and development of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) system was mapped out based on Donaldson’s recommendations, furthermore the ‘new curriculum for Wales’ was devised. 
The new curriculum for Wales has four purposes 
· Ambitious capable learners
· Ethical informed citizens
· Enterprising creative contributors
· Healthy confident individuals
These are underpinned by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, principles of inclusive education, Community, and civic roles of schools and health and Well-being of pupils.
The new curriculum for Wales is child-centred, and tackles educational inequalities (Power, Newton, and Taylor, 2020)
The new curriculum for Wales alongside the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) system strives for continuity within provisions which will support consistency, each school will develop its own curriculum and allow practitioners to adapt their teaching methods to suit the individual child, promoting an inclusive practice through to experiential approach to both teaching and learning.
Routes for Learning was published in 2006 and recently updated in 2020 to keep up to date with current research and theoretical principles. The aim was to facilitate practitioners to assess children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), practitioners' attention focused on children’s cognitive development, communication and social interactions and their interactions with their environment (Welsh Government, 2021) this learning guidance supports a Routemap, and key milestones children may achieve, it is important to remember children with additional learning needs may take a different route between milestones
Two case studies by Eleanor Phiilips and Ceri Moorcraft suggest the newly updated form of Routes for Learning is highly effective and a positive assessment tool to use when working with children who have additional learning needs due to the child-centred approach, recognising each child need may be different linking this to pedagogical principles. The new curriculum and the four purposes mentioned earlier in this blog along with the three strands of development;
- Cognitive development
- Communication and social Interaction
- Environmental interaction 
Places understanding and emphasis on user-friendly and user-friendly language for both practitioners and parents and allows the flexibility for practitioners to tweak their methods of teaching to suit the individual child, in being able to do this enhances the children’s learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2021).
Routes for learning being developed alongside the new curriculum is exciting, is demonstrates the importance of inclusion and supports the Additional learning needs and education tribunal (Wales) act 2018. Routes for learning highlights the importance of all children within the education sector in Wales. Our children are our future, our priority, providing them with high-quality education and learning experiences, setting achievable milestones and the opportunity of success while in the education environment allows them to reach their full potential.
The Welsh Government have to Foundation Phase to learn from, the opportunity is there for an excellent curriculum for Wales and its children. The new curriculum and routes for learning have the capability to succeed and support our children to enjoy their time in education without barriers and failures. If Wales can make all these changes and implementations during a worldwide pandemic like covid-19 it has the ability to as a nation provide the children of Wales with the best learning opportunities of our time, our children are our future and the significance of this is embedded in the well-being of future generations act 2015 when it claims to want to improve social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales (Welsh Government, 2021).  Wales now is your time to shine!
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