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Section One:

Both the Foundation Phase, as shown by the Welsh Government (2017) and the new Welsh Curriculum, shown by the Welsh Government (2020) stress the importance of learning through play within the early years and ensure that it is a vital part of the curriculum. Mihaljevic (2005) agrees that play is an essential part of learning as it allows children to learn through exploration and being actively involved. Whitebread and Bingham (2013) talk about how play is of far greater importance within the early years than formal education. They state that formal education should start at the age of seven and that prior to this children should just be allowed to play and explore. They base this idea on the education system in Finland, where formal education does not begin until age seven. 

Wayman (2016) talks about how Finnish children within early years education spend over an hour and half of their day outside and that they go on regular field trips to outdoor locations. This is because the importance of outdoor exploration and play is understood. Education Finland (2018) agree with this by explaining that the key to success is letting children within the early years play, and having highly educated practitioners guide their play with informal education based on their interests. Wilson (2012) explains how children spending time outdoors and play are linked by what it known as nature play, which is driven by their innate curiosity to learn about the world around them. 

Flannigan and Dietze (2017) supports this by emphasising the importance of outdoor play linked with loose parts. Loose parts are items, tools or toys that children can use in any way they deem suitable as part of their play. Flannigan and Dietze (2017) claim that if children are provided with the right equipment to use as they desire during play, it can stretch their imagination and allow them to explore the world around them. Daly and Beloglovsky (2014) support the idea of children being given loose parts, stating that it allows children to ask themselves the question ‘What if’ as they explore what each loose part can do and how it can help them explore and discover. To a child there are endless possibilities as to what a loose part can be and what is can be used for, therefore they have the ability to enhance their imagination and their problem solving and thinking skills. 

Furthermore, An adult can provide children with loose parts that they believe children will utilise in a specific way in order to teach them. For example, they could provide cups, brushes, spades, etc for a child to explore what is hidden within a sandpit. This activity could then lead to talking about discovering dinosaur bones and fossils and from there a history lesson is born. However, even though children can be encouraged to use loose parts in a certain way; as Daly and Beloglovsky (2014) state, the main idea of loose parts is allowing children to utilise them as they see fit. This is in order for them to follow their own creative ideas and learn and discover about what interests them. Therefore instructing children on how to use them, and not allowing them to be used in any other way, takes away the idea of creativity and imagination which are the key benefits to allowing children to use loose parts. However, neither the Foundation Phase, as shown by the Welsh Government (2017) or new Welsh Curriculum, shown by the Welsh Government (2020) show interest in the benefits of using loose parts.

In contrast, Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels (2017) support the benefits of loose parts by talking about the importance of self-directed play. This is the kind of play where the child is left to their own devices to learn and play in the way  that suits them best. This kind of play leads to children learning and discovering about what interests them, and at a pace that best suits them as individuals. It is also the kind of play that is encouraged by providing children with loose parts. This type of play leads to children having freedom of expression and curiosity and this leads on to developing creative thinking skills and creative learning. Additionally, as Chklovski (2017) states; a child would be resistant to learn and would be less engaged if they are not given freedom and choice. That is what the basis of learning through play and using loose parts is all about; giving each individual child the freedom and choice to discover and learn about what interests them. 

Although, in contrast to this idea; having an adult guide this natural curiosity about the environment, whether it be with loose parts or not; supports Lev Vygotsky’s idea of a more knowledgeable other. Doyla (2009) explains that having a more knowledgeable other is about children learning information that they would not be able to learn themselves from interaction with others. Leggett and Newman (2017) expand on this by stating that learning through a more knowledgeable other is an idea that can be implemented through play, as play is a social event. This means that a more knowledgeable other would be able to teach children during outdoor play through encouraging their natural curiosity and tailoring outdoor activities to their interests. 

However, Taylor et al. (2015) explain that teachers within the Foundation Phase are not using the outdoor environment as a teaching space like the Foundation Phase suggests. Instead children are just being left to their own devices in the playground, without the intervention of fully trained staff. Therefore the idea of a more knowledgeable other teaching children various different subjects outdoors and utilising the outdoor environment as an effective learning tool is lost. Reynolds (2018) agrees with this by stating that children do not spend enough time outside during school hours.

In comparison, Butler (2016) explains that before Finnish children start formal education at the age of seven, their time is spent playing outdoors and exploring their natural curiosity. He states that this play and exploration is the key to them being successful, independent citizens. Butler also goes on to explain that the goal of Finnish early years education is to ensure the well-being of the children and that they enjoy the time they spend learning. In Finland, children’s literacy and numeracy abilities are of insignificant importance in comparison to their health and well-being. This idea is something that is agreed by Public Health England (2014), who state that children with a positive overall sense of well-being are the ones who have greater academic success. Additionally Bjørgen (2015) discusses the link between spending time outdoors and physical play to a positive sense of well-being. This shows that allowing children time outdoors and time to play has a positive effect on their well-being and therefore their academic abilities. This is agreed by both the Foundation Phase, as shown by the Welsh Government (2017) and the new Welsh Curriculum, shown by the Welsh Government (2020) as they both have a high focus on the well-being of children.

On another note, Else (2014) talks about how play creates a sense of holistic development. The amount of different things children can learn through play is endless. Brown and Patte (2013) and Taylor et al. (2013) talk about how play improves social and communication skills when playing with others. Lysaker et al. (2010) expands on this by stating that the communication skills learnt through play go on to support children’s reading and writing skills and therefore improve literacy. There are many other benefits that children experience through play, such as how Wagner (2012) states that children’s physical development is enhanced through a rough-and-tumble, physical, form of play. Since play and the outdoors go hand in hand, all of these benefits of play can be achieved through spending time outdoors doing activities that interest them as individuals.

Additionally, the idea of a child being the creator of their education is agreed by the new curriculum, shown by the Welsh Government (2020). The progression steps that are implemented as part of the new curriculum show that a child isn’t going to be forced to sit down and learn about things they are not interested in, just to pass tests and move on to the next stage. In theory this new curriculum allows children to move onto the next progression step when they are ready to do so. This means that children would be under less pressure and allowed to play and explore more, therefore reaching the next step in a more natural, play-based way. Theoretically, it would give children a chance to learn about what interests them instead of what other people believe they should learn. 

The Welsh Government (2020) also talks about how the new curriculum will have a focus on outdoor learning. They state that this is so children will have the ability to learn and discover the natural world as well exploring culture and beliefs. Taylor et al. (2015) agree with this as they discuss in their evaluation of the foundation phase that more time is needed to be focused on outdoor play. They state that outdoor play allows for exploration and discovery. However, Taylor et al. (2015) talk about reasons why the outdoors and outdoor play is not used effectively. One reason that they mention is the fact that outdoor space is lacking in many schools and that they physically do not have the space for children to play outside. Although a solution to that problem is mentioned by Plymouth University (2016) who state that even schools that have limited space on their school grounds can have access to local green spaces for children to use in order to gain the benefits of the outdoors. 

Therefore there must be other reasons why staff aren’t utilising the outdoor spaces that are available to them. Taylor et el. (2015) suggest that staff may need guidance and additional training in order to fully understand the benefits of playing in the outdoors. If teachers and early years practitioners do not have the competence or knowledge on how to teach effectively outdoors then they are likely to resort to indoor teaching and teaching methods that are not based on play. Furthermore, Richards (2002) discusses reasons why teachers are resistant to change; such as scepticism and fear of an increased work load. This means that teachers need support and training in order to adapt to this new idea of teaching outdoors.

Another reason why early years teachers may resort to indoor formal teaching is the need to meet targets and achieve required outcomes for their pupils. The Secret Teacher (2015) talks about how schools have become a target driven culture which means that teachers have the stress of hitting these targets which prevents them teaching with the child’s well-being in mind. For example, Estyn (2011) talks about the need for assessing comprehensively and consistently in order to know what level each child is at. With teachers being required to follow Estyn’s assessment standards and having many targets for their pupils to reach, then that would naturally become their main focus as opposed to child-led outdoor learning. Ferguson (2019) explains how teachers are becoming so stressed about hitting targets that is becomes their sole focus when teaching. However, the benefits of outdoor learning to education can assist in improving pupils grades. Isaac (2016) explains how spending time outdoors promotes calmness and focus which will allow students to concentrate on their studies and that the outdoors helps make learning more memorable. Kuo et al. (2018) also talks about how learning outdoors aids in promoting higher levels of concentration and can therefore improve grades. Therefore if they are able to utilise the outdoor classroom as intended, it could make it easier for teachers to achieve their targets.

A further reason why the outdoors is not used often in education in Wales could be due to Welsh culture. Tourula et al. (2013) explains that the outdoor based culture is so prominent in Finland that it is common for children to even sleep outdoors as they believe it is beneficial to their health. Rasi et al. (2017) also explain that it is part of Finnish culture for children to spend a vast amount of time outdoors and that cold weather does not prevent this from happening. However, spending time outdoors is not part of British culture. Taylor et al. (2015) states that only seventy-five percent of early years practitioners report using the outdoors with their children two to three times a week. Whereas as little as thirty-four percent report using the outdoors on a daily basis. Barth (2017) supports the idea that British people dislike the outdoors, claiming that on average a British person spends only eight percent of their time in the outdoors. This vast difference in culture and the way the outdoors is viewed could be a significant influence in the lack of outdoor education here in Wales. If outdoor education is truly going to be utilised as the curriculum suggests and the benefits of it reaped; then perhaps Welsh society in general needs to change the way that it views the outdoors. 


Section Two:

Reggio Emilia schools do not record and monitor the progress of their students by standardised tests. As Roberts-Holmes 2017 states, they make use of pedagogical documentation in order to record progress. Fleet et al. (2017) describes pedagogical documentation as documenting the natural progress of children. It is the idea of making each child’s unique learning progress clear and evident. In can involve anything from photographs of a child engrossed in an activity to a written transcript of a child sharing their thoughts and ideas about a topic. The purpose of pedagogical documentation is to show each individual child’s thoughts, skills and current abilities as best as possible; without causing interruption to the child’s learning process or their day to day learning activities. Wein (2013) talks about how documentation of a child’s activities and thoughts should become a daily and continuous event in order to gain the detailed level of documentation that is required to fully understand the child. Wein claims that the documentation comes from working closely with the child and frequently asking them questions. These questions along with observation create a clear view of a child’s personal learning journey and aids in forming an understanding of who they are as individual. 

Wein (2013) expands further by talking about how practitioners usually see pedagogical documentation as just a record of a child’s experiences and involves nothing more than a record of what they said and did. However, she claims that true understanding about the benefits of pedagogical documentation occurs when practitioners realise that this documentation offers an insight into a child’s thoughts and feelings and the way that they view the world around them. It is this insight that helps practitioners understand the way a child thinks and how they learn in order to teach them effectively and to ensure that they are progressing academically. This is also the view of Shabazian (2016) who states that documenting a child’s progress creates a form of dialogue between the child and their practitioner that helps form an in-depth understanding of the child. This dialogue tells the practitioner all the about the child and helps establish the bond between adult and child that is essential to education.

In contrast, Fleet et al. (2017) looks at the British view on pedagogical documentation. They state that within Britain this type of documentation is seen as just another method of assessment and a way to see what each child within a classroom is capable of. However, they also state that this is not the intended use of pedagogical documentation. Instead this documentation should be different for each child and should be about each child’s characteristics and unique method of learning. It should be a way of finding out about the individual child in order to adapt to the way they learn and what interests them in order to teach them effectively. However, Fleet et al. (2017) claims that within Britain pedagogical documentation is instead being used to compare children against each other. They state that is it often seen as way to view their current level of skill in relation to their peers and where it perceived that they should be. 

Many early years practitioners in Britain commonly compare children to their peers. Adams (2017) claims that children as young as two-year-old are grouped by ability in their nursery settings, and that eighty percent of reception class teachers admit to grouping children by ability in order to teach phonics. Adams also goes on to mention how grouping by ability can potentially lead to a detrimental effect on aspirations, self-esteem and confidence. Grant (2019) agrees with this, he states that grouping by ability is more about controlling the classroom and maintaining order than it is about providing children with an academic advantage. Furthermore, Ofsted (2013) claims that when children are labelled in lower ability groups, they become accustomed to performing at a lower level. This then results in a detrimental effect toward their academic ability as they are not being pushed or motivated to work beyond their current ability in order to expand their knowledge.

This shows that the idea of pedagogical documentation being about the individual child and their unique academic progression is of greater benefit as opposed to comparing children with each other. Therefore, the adults role in regards to pedagogical documentation is all about recording the type of data about the child’s progression that comes naturally. It is about detailing a child’s day to day activities and getting to know each unique child at an individual level, in order to know how best to aid their learning journey. It is the adults role to ensure that each child’s documentation is not compared to any other child, but only used as a form of evidence that the child is progressing at a pace that suits them as individuals.

This observational way that children’s learning is assessed is also very similar within New Zealand and their curriculum which is known as Te Whāriki. Alexander (2013) talks about how Learning Stories are created within Te Whāriki in order to create a representation of children’s abilities and attitudes toward learning. Alexander (2013) explains that early years practitioners within New Zealand create a portfolio of learning stories which often have a tendency to resemble a photo album. Alexander (2013) expands on this by stating that the benefits of the learning stories are only as good as the depth of the portfolios themselves, and that the whole idea behind creating learning stories and a portfolio is that has enough detail to create an in-depth picture of the individual child and their progress. 

Arndt and Tesar (2015) discuss how Te Whāriki is not concerned about overall learning outcomes and with how much children have learnt and developed while in education. They understand that children are unique and that their learning abilities vary greatly, therefore the greater emphasis needs to be placed on the child achieving their own personal goals and becoming the best person that they can be as an individual.  Arndy and Tesar (2015) explain further, by claiming that the main focus of Te Whāriki is to ensure that each child’s overall well-being is priority and that they develop into well-functioning members of their society. Bone (2008) agrees with this by talking about how the Te Whāriki curriculum has a higher focus on children’s health and well-being as opposed to their academic achievements. This is shown by the idea of Te Whāriki being a woven mat that brings together the community and family within a child’s education to ensure that children have a sense of belonging.

In contrast to this child-centred assessment method, the Welsh Government (2019) talk about the numeracy and literacy tests that must be taken by all children in year two and above. In year two children are only six and seven years of age, therefore still within the Foundation Phase. Yet, they still have to sit through these mandatory tests in order to assess their ability. This shows slight contradiction within the Foundation Phase as the Welsh Government (2017) states within the Foundation Phase handbook that observational techniques as opposed to testing should be used to assess a child’s ability. Despite this; children in year two which at the highest age bracket within the Foundation Phase, are still having their academic abilities be formally tested. 

Although, the Welsh Government (2019) states that emphasis is placed on children’s well-being; as they mention that these tests should be presented in a casual way that does not cause worry or stress to the individual child. However, they also state that the tests are mandatory and that if a child is absent during the testing period then they must take the test at another date. The Welsh Government (2014) further expand on the idea of standardised testing by stating that when you compare a child’s test scores with that of the scores of other children you get a clear understanding of the child’s academic level. It is this understanding of their ability that is the reason behind testing, as it can provide evidence for any children that require additional support.

Be that as it may, Weale (2017) talks about the idea of tests and the fear of failing them causing stress and phycological damage to children’s health. She states that there is a rise in a need to provide additional emotional support to pupils during testing periods. Simpson (2016) supports this by talking about how children are currently being tested more than any other generation in history and this is causing a detrimental effect to mental health. Even if a child is presented a test in the most casual way possible in order to prevent this level of stress; the pressure to do well in any standardized test will always have the potential to cause stress and be damaging to a child’s mental well-being. Article twenty-nine of the UNCRC as shown by UNICEF (no date) states that a child has the right to progress within their education, however the UNCRC also states that a child has a right to good health and well-being. Therefore a less stressful way to monitor a child’s progress other than standardised tests would be beneficial in order to meet both of these needs.

The Welsh Government (2020) discusses how the new curriculum in Wales will have a heavy focus on ensuring that children are progressing academically. Though it does emphasise that the rate of progress for each child will differ and that the progression steps are only loosely related to age, the underlining desire for the child to progress to the next academic level is still at the forefront of the curriculum. This means that the role of the adult is to ensure that each child in their class progresses to the next step and that there is still the pressure on both teacher and pupil to move forward and progress.  Although, Evans (2015) does explain that the progression steps are to only be used a road map that pupils are to follow at their own pace. Therefore, if children are indeed allowed to follow it a their own pace as intended, then pressure to progress to the next stage will be elevated. However, BBC (2017) talks about how the Schools Inspectorate Estyn claim that it is time to speed up the rate of academic progression. This is supported by Estyn (2020) who talk about the need for children to progress and develop. If Estyn are still desiring schools to ensure a high rate of progression in their pupils, then there will always be pressure for teachers to push their pupils to progress at a rate that is unnaturally fast for them. This shows that the way schools are assessed also needs to change alongside the way children are assessed, in order for this change to be successful. 

Furthermore, Donaldson (2015) explains that assessing children within the new curriculum will be done with a clear reason and aim in mind. He states that children should be engaged with their own assessment and that a wide range of tools and techniques need to be used in order for assessment to be fair and relevant to each individual child. Donaldson (2015) believes that assessment should not be invasive and that children should only be assessed where necessary so that it can be ensured that children make progress. Evans (2015) explains that new curriculum ensures that teachers are the main source of assessment before qualifications. This gives teachers a broad range of possibilities to the way they assess the children in their care. It means that the method and results of any assessment are the responsibility of the individual teacher. This allows teachers to adapt their assessment methods to suit each individual child in their care. Teachers will therefore have the ability to record and monitor each progress as they see fit. However, Evans (2015) talks about how teachers will be monitored on their methods in order to ensure credibility. Furthermore, Evans (2015) also talks about how children will also have more of a say in their educational journey in order to take control and guide their education toward their individual strengths. 

However, Newton (2018) has concerns about the freedom that is being allowed in relation to new curriculum, bringing in to question whether or not teachers will have the capability of monitoring progress and assessing children effectively. This is agreed by the National Educational Union (2019) who claim that the new curriculum and plans for assessment will become with the tasks of unprepared teachers who have had very little support and resources. This is also supported by Lewis (2019) who claims that overworked teachers will be unsuccessfully trying to make it work as they are without assistance. This shows that teachers need guidance in order to make this reform of the curriculum work and these new assessment methods become a success. 


Section 3:

Large Classrooms And High Staff-Pupil Ratios: The Effect On Education.

Within Britain today you will find the largest amount of students within a primary school class than you would anywhere else in the developed world. This fact is discussed by Turner (2019). Additionally, Rhodes (2017) states that the amount of children within a classroom has been increasing; and that the amount of children now taught within large classrooms has trebled within the last three years. Furthermore, Rhodes goes on to explain that children are not likely to feel the benefits of smaller classrooms unless the class consists of only fifteen children or less. However, the Department of Education (2019) show the national statistics provided by the UK Government, which state that currently the average class size within a primary school consists of 27.1 pupils. 

This brings into question, what is the ideal class size? How many pupils in a classroom is too many? Jamieson et al. (1998) asked class teachers themselves what they believed to be the ideal class size; the majority stated that teaching only twenty children or less aids in making teaching more effective. This is supported by FE News (2019) who state that a third of teachers believe that reducing the amount of children within classrooms should be a top priority. Furthermore, Canbeldek and Isikoglu Erdogan (2017) state that there is a positive link between smaller classroom sizes and teacher interaction with pupils; as well as resulting in an increase to the quality of education. The idea of smaller classrooms improving the standard of education is also supported by Allhusen et al. (2004).

Furthermore, Paton (2013) talks about how teachers are unable to teach efficiently due to the large class sizes. He states that the role of a teacher has now resorted to crowd-control since they have so many pupils to attend to. Teachers are using tactics to make a large group of children co-operate and stay in line; as opposed to giving them the freedom to do as they please and learn in their own way. Boarding School Beak (2013) also agree with the fact that teachers have to resort to crowd control methods to manage their class. This goes against the Foundation Phase Framework, which is shown by the Welsh Government (2017). The framework states that the Foundation Phase is about assisting the individual child with their own unique learning path. However, since a majority of teachers have a significant amount of children in one class that they must attempt to treat as individuals; this theory does not work out in practise. The idea of learning being tailored to each individual child in the classroom; has become lost within the sheer number of pupils and the concept of crowd control and maintaining order within the classroom.  The Welsh Government (2015) talk about the new Donaldson Curriculum that is in the process of being implemented. They show that this curriculum is going to be heavily based on play and personalising teaching to the appropriate level for each individual child. However, even though this new curriculum may sound amazing in theory; it is difficult to see how teachers will be able to personalise teaching and follow through with the new guidelines for every child within their overcrowded classroom. 

If teachers have enough support to deal with the volume of pupils, perhaps having such high numbers within a class would not be a problem. With enough adults in a classroom, there is a greater chance of being able to provide individualised learning support for each pupil. Taylor et al. (2015) created a report that evaluated the foundation phase. This report states that the recommended ratio for three to five-year-olds is 1:8 and for five to seven-year-olds a ratio of 1:15 is recommended. ITV (2018) reports that schools within Wales are struggling to meet this 1:8 ratio that is recommended for their youngest pupils. Davies and Hamilton (2018) support this by stating that learning through outdoor play is a prominent part of the foundation phase, but that the outdoor classroom is not being utilised due to low staff ratio issues causing safety concerns. 

In contrast to this idea, Siraj and Kingston (2014) created an independent stocktake of the foundation phase. Within this stocktake they claim that the ratio of 1:8 needs to be reviewed and they suggest that an increase to 1:10 would not affect quality. This is in contrast to the view of many others, such as the NSPCC (2019). NSPCC state that the recommended ratio when working with four to eight-year-olds is one adult to six children, however they recognise that foundation phase guidelines are different.  

The importance of having a low adult to child ratio is agreed by Morton (2018). Morton explains that the significant increase in the ratio from when a child is in a nursery setting compared to when they start school comes at an important time, where support from adults is crucial. When starting school children are approximately four-years-old and adapting to the new lifestyle change that is their academic setting. Some may be vulnerable and never previously been away from parents for a prolonged amount of time. Therefore, this crucial transitional period is where the greatest amount of support would be most beneficial for children. However, this is where support is lacking. A non-maintained childcare setting a child may have been attending prior to starting school, would have been monitored by Care Inspectorate Wales. Government (2016) explains that these non-maintained settings must adhere to a ratio of one adult to no more than eight children for children between the ages of three and seven. In contrast, a nursery class teacher in a maintained school setting would likely be caring for significantly more than eight children in their class; with each child going through the same transitional period in their own way. In these scenarios it would not be possible for teachers to give the adequate and individualised support required for each child.

The excessive number of pupils in a classroom and high staff to child ratios prevents teachers from getting to know their pupils and from finding out how best to teach and care for each individual child in their class. Why are we under the impression that one teaching method, one style, will work for every child within a large classroom? Isn’t it necessary to give teachers a chance to be able to teach each child in the way that suits them? It is time we look at children as individuals and not part of a crowd. It is time to care and not just teach.
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