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The Foundation Phase and Early Years Curricula

Part 1
The school minister Nick Gibb (2015) descries education as being a crucial provision to prepare children and young adults for their later adult life. The education system provides the counties economy and is the groundwork of the culture (Gibb, 2015). The aims of the Foundation Phase when it was first brought into place were to ensure all children have the best possible start to life through their education and development, to ensure they have a wide range of education and physical activities available. As well as ensuring children have a safe environment, help from abuse and to ensure they are not at a disadvantage through their backgrounds and poverty (Welsh Government, 2015). The Foundation Phase encourages a play-based method to learning and development, allowing children to learn through play and experimenting their surroundings (Waters, 2016).
According to Maynard et al. (2013) one of the requirements of the Foundation Phase was the need for a change in behaviour of practitioners to allow them to support play-based, child-initiated learning. The first challenge for practitioners was to understand what the key terminology meant, including ‘structured play’, ‘active learning’ and most importantly ‘child-initiated’ and ‘practitioner-directed’ learning and the differences (Walters, 2016). However, a study carried out by McInnes et al. (2011) on the theoretical knowledge of practitioners found that a practitioner with level 2 NVQ had received no theoretical knowledge on play or learning. The practitioner with a level 3 as well as teachers within the two settings studied had each given the feedback that they had only a very small amount of theoretical knowledge on play.  The Welsh Assembly Government (2008) have emphasised the need for all practitioners to have a wide range of knowledge and understanding of child development. It is essential practitioners have the knowledge and understanding when planning a curriculum that is set to meet the individual needs of children to enable their development. Tatton (2005) proposed that Continued Professional Development (CPD) for practitioners was needed in order to enhance the quality of provision. Whilst still considering Initial Teacher Training, The Independent Stocktake also highlighted the need for training, one form being Continued Proffestional Development (Welsh Government, 2014).
Children aged from three to seven in Wales are taught using the Foundation Phase. The Foundation phase was brought in to replace the Key Stage 1 National Curriculum that was previously in place, the Foundation Phase instead offers a play-based, experimental and developmental method to learning and teaching. The decision to bring the Foundation Phase into place was a result of research carried out on early years methods of teaching in New Zealand, Reggio Emilia and Scandinavia. These countries show that a curriculum that is too structured and of strict teaching under the age of six or seven can have a negative effect on the education grades and results (Government Social Research, 2015). A report carried out by Margrain (2017) explains that Te Whariki, the early years framework curriculum in New Zealand, has been described as the turning point for curriculum. Te Whariki is a bi-cultural curriculum made up from four principles, empowerment, holistic development, family (whanau and community) and relationships. Te whariki inspires children to want to learn, the learning and teaching method is made to be enjoyable and suit the individual child. The Foundation Phase also encourages a developing, experimental and play-based approach to learning and teaching. However, unlike the Te Whariki curriculum the Foundation Phase still requires children to develop their key skills and target results, they especially have age target outcomes with literacy and numeracy skills. The Foundation Phase also still has a need for direct teaching in the early years, although it promotes a balance of both teaching and learning provision (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). 
Play is a critical area of development within the Foundation Phase, it allows children to learn, develop new skills and gain new experiences whilst in an environment they enjoy (Moyles, 2014). Vygotsky has been a big impact on the development of education theory and practice for years, his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory, defines learning that occurs through children taking part in play as ‘socially constructed’, children do not learn from being isolated from their surrounding environment (Veraksa and Sheridan, 2018).
The Foundation Phase is implemented in both schools and childcare settings, where children can develop their skills, knowledge and understanding, values and attitudes in order to allow them to grow with the understanding of the multi-ethnic society in Wales. Practitioners in both schools and childcare settings have a role to ensure all children can reach their full potential and overcome any barriers they may face. Where needed schools and childcare settings will work with the appropriate services to make sure the needs of children with additional learning and disabilities are met, ensuring they have the same equal opportunities as every other child (Welsh Government, 2015). As part of the Foundation Phase requirements, education settings must provide children with the access to both indoor and outdoor environments, the environments must be fun, enjoyable, stimulating and safe. This allows children to promote their development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through their own experiences (Waters, 2016).
Within the Foundation Phase there are seven areas of learning: language, literacy and communication skills, personal and social development, mathematical development, welsh language development, knowledge and understanding of the world, creative development and well-being and cultural diversity. These areas of learning are implemented within schools and childcare settings. Inspections are carried out to ensure the quality of care and standards for the Foundation Phase are maintained in schools and childcare settings (Government Social Research, 2015). There are different inspectors for education and care. Education settings such as schools are inspected by the Education and Training Inspectorate of Wales (Estyn) and Care settings such as nurseries are inspected by Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) (NDNA. No Date). The purpose of inspections are to allow the users to have a public report on the findings of the school or setting, to encourage improvement where needed and to notify the development of national policy by the Welsh Assembly Government (Estyn, 2010). One of the recommendations by the Welsh Assembly (2014) within the report of An independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales was to look at both the current inspection processes and procedures in order to bring them both together and have one joint inspection process that involves both Estyn and CSSIW that can be carried out within the Foundation Phase. This would then make sure the inspections of all providers of the Foundation Phase in Wales would be equal.
A study carried out by Howard and McInnes (2012) found that children exceed their development goals when they have an activity they perceive as play as apposed to an activity that they do not associate as play. Waters (2016) stated that within the Foundation Phase there needs to be a balance between learning through child-initiated activities that are structured, and activities directed by practitioners. The Foundation Phase was established on a theoretical ground, it was focused on child-led approaches, these included Reggio Emilia, Te Whariki and Forest Schools (Tinney and Hurst, 2017). Children can gain a deeper knowledge of the world around them through child-led play and exploring. Piaget described children as ‘young scientists’, suggesting they learn from interacting with the environment and learning from their own mistakes (Campion, 2020). This is also supported by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory, he also believed that children appreciate learning through their own free play within their limitations. Child led learning is important to children, it allows them to find their own preferences through various experiences (Woods, 2013).  However, the Foundation Phase also requires teachers and practitioners to take part and have an active role in children’s play and activities to allow them to explore and therefore gain interests (Waters, 2016).
Education in The United Kingdom (UK) as a whole scores fairly well in international benchmarking, recently scoring 15th out of 72 countries in the overall PISA rankings in 2015. However, concentrating on Wales alone within the breakdown of the UK, Wales is the lowest scoring country in Mathematics, English and Science. However, the fact that the generation of children within the Foundation Phase are yet to carry out PISA assessments and so this can have a great impact on the early year’s curriculum in Wales (Macdonald, 2019).
Although the Foundation Phase may be built on structured principles and practices, unless all practitioners within care and education settings understand and have sufficient knowledge then it is highly unlikely to be implemented successfully (Welsh Government, 2014). However, The Welsh Government (2015) state within the report on the evaluation of the Foundation Phase that with the now enhanced adult and child ratios within schools settings practitioners had the opportunity to take part in training or to carry out their own professional development without the worry of needing to have another practitioner cover the classroom.
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education and Training in Wales (Estyn, 2014), in their recent annual report mentioned one of the key factors to be able to make improvements is strong leadership, however the excellence of leadership in maintained schools is yet to be. There is a demanding need for systems leadership and leadership training among maintained schools, leadership training is also crucial across the sector (Welsh Government, 2014).
The Welsh Government (2017) aim to encourage wider experiences for pupils within the new curriculum and the four purposes, this will allow the curriculum to be effective and diverse as well as being wide-ranging. The new curriculum will also make sure the pupils will gain from the greatest standard of learning and prospects they can achieve. The four purposes of the curriculum are set out to develop children and young people as ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’. Curriculum for Wales 2022 is intended to support all learners to achieve these four purposes (Welsh Government, 2019). 

Part 2
Donaldson’s (2015) report on the Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales states that the Welsh Government acknowledged the importance that each child and young person in Wales should gain from curriculum and assessment arrangements to ensure they are able to reach their full potential and are therefore prepared for later life.
In order to support individual learner progression, there are three key roles to assessment, these are; ‘supporting the individual learner on an ongoing, day-to-day basis; identifying, capturing and reflecting on individual learner progress over time; and understanding group progress in order to reflect on practice’. Schools and practitioners need to be evident about the specific role of each assessment that is carried out when they are planning and distributing learning experiences, and what they will use the knowledge they have gained from assessment for and why (Welsh Government, 2020). 
The Welsh Government (2019) have highlighted the six areas of learning and experience within the Curriculum for Wales 2022, these include; expressive arts, health and well-being, humanities, languages, literacy and communication, mathematics and numeracy and science and technology. Each area of leaning and experience have been produced to support learners to achieve the four purposes of the curriculum. Each area has progression steps that are formed through a process of achievement results for each what matters statement. These recommendations then help to plan learning, teaching and assessments that can then be used to monitor how students’ progress. Welsh Government (2020) stated that the learners individual progression alongside a variety of learning from ages 3 to 16 is vital to Curriculum for Wales. Assessment plays an important role in allowing each individual learner to achieve progress at a suitable speed, allowing them to make sure they are supported and questioned appropriately.
Maynard et al (2012) found there to be a few possible complications with the Foundation Phase framework (DCELLS, 2008) including a pressure between the play based pedagogy, supported by a strongly developmental approach, and the present statutory curriculum expectations specifically in relation to the Years 1 and 2 outcomes as they had not altered very much from those in regards to the previous Key Stage1 outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014). In a study carried out by McInnes et al. (2011) found that practitioners thought that assessment and small-group times had an effect on play. They found the need to assess often had an influence on children’s play. 
There are various factors that can have an effect on the assessment of learners for practitioners. The new framework has been built upon the Additional Learning Needs Code under the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. Within the aims and principles of the Additional Learning Needs Code one of the main aims of the Additional Leaning Needs Code is to make sure that all learners, aged between 0-25, with Additional Learning Needs are able to reach their full potential by delivering them with a completely inclusive education which allows them to meet their needs whilst allowing them to enjoy learning (Welsh Government, 2021).  It has been suggested by Bevan and Vallance (2020) that one substantial change to the way in which the Additional Learning Needs system works, is that the push from Statements and Individual Education Plans (IEPs) to Individual Development Plans (IDPs). Individual learners who have Additional Learning Needs have an individual learning plan, including a formal individual development plan (IDP), the plan is built to suit the individual learner. It is important there is effective communication within the arrangement process to make sure the parent/carer understands the aim and process of the plan, its contents and any extra support they may need to deliver themselves. Formal Individual Development Plans ought to be established in cooperation with the learner and/or their parents or carers (Welsh Government, 2020).
However, children who find it hard to learn have not necessarily got any form of additional learning needs. Some children may refuse to learn depending on their feelings, for example if a child is feeling happy, well nurtured and relaxed this will have a positive effect on their want to learn. Children will want to carry out activities when they find them interesting, fun and enjoyable as well as appropriately challenging for them. Providing children with praise and encouragement for activities gives them a constructive attitude to want to learn (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).
Welsh Assembly Government (2008) have suggested that gender differences can have an impact on learning outcomes. Gender differences and equal opportunities Evidence from neuro-scientific research suggests that the different brain structure and function among boys and girls also lead to different learning styles. While boys usually respond more quickly to active learning challenges with the involvement of physical play and girls usually rather quieter activities that entail more social interaction. Although equal opportunities policies have formed the way all children are given the same opportunities, there is possibility to consider whether or not each individual are accomplishing the greatest outcomes in regard to their ability or whether there could have been more suitable activities provided in order to meet their needs.
The Welsh Government (2014) suggested recommendations were needed to develop training that will make sure all staff know the research on the impacts of disadvantage and poverty and how they could possibly put an end to the achievement gap. Communicating good practice from other maintained schools and funded non-maintained settings where this is already in place and is performing well could be a part of the training, this could also aid in researching on aiding the home learning environment (HLE). 
Within classroom environments children are assessed on their individual ability and placed into groups with children of the same ability. However, grouping children by  their ability can have a negative effect on children. Labelling children by their ability can build up self-confidence problems for the children who may find themselves to be in the lower ability group. It can also lead to those in the higher group becoming over-confident and a central group that is often overlooked by the teacher as he or she is a lot more concerned with making sure she gives the individuals in the lower groups the support needed, as well as making sure those in the higher group are being academically challenged enough (Grant, 2019).
The evaluation of the Foundation Phase found that there were non-maintained and nursery practitioners who stated that some aspects of their practice, e.g. observation and assessment, had developed to be more formal since the implementation of the Foundation Phase, although overall it was considered that the Foundation Phase is very much alike in comparison to their existing early years practice (Welsh Government, 2015).
Within the new curriculum the role of the practitioner is to plan for and deliver successful learning experiences, these must be appropriate to the individual learners age and their development. Practitioners must allow learners to understand where they are in their learning, where they are required to go next and what they need to do in order to get there. Practitioners must assist and challenge learners successfully in order to make sure the are able to make their individual progress (Welsh Government, 2020). 

Part 3 – Blog
The Importance of Outdoor Play within the Foundation Phase and New Curriculum

Why is outdoor play so important?
The Welsh Government (2016) and a report from The Flying Start Quality Childcare Guidance (2014) have both confirmed that it is a necessary requirement that all children have the prospects to play and learn outdoors in a safe, secure and suitable area that they can access with ease.
One of the aims of The New Curriculum and its four purposes as stated by The Welsh Government (2017) is to inspire a wider range of experiences for pupils to make sure the curriculum is effective and diverse, as a result this will allow the pupils to gain from the greatest standard of learning and opportunities they have whilst indoors and outdoors of the school.  Children learn from having fun and facing new challenges they enjoy, whilst having fun children do not feel as though they are learning.

The benefits of outdoor play
Providing children with outdoor activities gives them the chance to take part and get involved while they also learn and develop. Children learn from various activities; these activities allow them to have first-hand experiences. Outdoor play and activities also help children to place theoretical knowledge into practice, they store it in the long-term memory, and create solutions to challenges they face in daily life, established on what they learn. Children can store things into their long-term memory in learning environments this enables them to stimulate all the senses (Yildirim and Akamca, 2017).
The importance of outdoor play and learning for children has been emphasised by Forest School Wales (2021) as it teaches them valuable life skills they can benefit from. Outdoor play and learning also establishes all seven areas of learning proposed within the Foundation Phase. 
The seven areas of learning built within the Foundation Phase are:
• Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity 
• Language, Literacy and Communication Skills
• Mathematical Development 
• Welsh Language Development 
• Knowledge and Understanding of the World 
• Physical Development 
• Creative Development (Waters, 2016). Each individual area of learning can be implemented into activities children can carry out while they are outdoors.
The Flying Start Quality Childcare Guidance (2014) suggested in their report that the outdoor environment is a wonderful area for effective learning as it encourages children to learn and engage with the world around them, nature and the weather, as well as allowing them to take appropriate risks (Welsh Government, 2014). 
It is important children have a range of different activities and experiences to discover. Outdoor learning activities help children gain cognitive, linguistic, motor and social and emotional development (Yildirim and Akamca, 2017). Children enjoy challenged and benefit from them within their development stages.

Outdoor play – can be seen as fun for children as opposed to learning
A report carried out by The Education and Training Inspectorate of Wales (Estyn) (2011) found that the majority of children benefit from learning outdoors. Children show greater levels of pleasure and engagement, as well as improving their physical development and knowledge and understanding of the environment around them. 
Piaget’s constructivist theory was built on the idea that children are active participants who construct learning by engaging with the environment around them and creating connections between what they had previously learnt and new experiences. Piaget’s Constructivist theory recognizes children as active not passive learners. Piaget’s Constructivist theory was also expanded by Vygotsky and Bruner, who highlighted that children construct learning, from not only interacting with the physical environment but also through interaction and language with other children and adults (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).
	
The role of practitioners, how to enhance outdoor play
On a study carried out by The Welsh Government (2015) practitioners regularly mentioned how outdoor learning opportunities are dependant on the weather the majority of the time. In spite of this, children are seen to engage in more vigorous and energetic activities when they are outdoors. When children are outdoors there seems to be a higher percentage of child-initiated and directed activities, more of an even us of focus as well as a continuous and enhanced provision.
It is important practitioners provide children with enjoyable outdoor activities to help promote their learning and development as well as allow them to explore and gain new experiences. Outdoor play and learning is a crucial part of the new curriculum and its four purposes (Welsh Government, 2015).
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