Section 1

In 2010 the Foundation Phase was introduced across Wales as a statutory curriculum for all children aged three to seven years old (Welsh Government (WG), 2015b; Welsh Statutory Instrument, 2014). However, according to Estyn’s (2019-2020) Annual Report the number of settings for 3 to 4 years old has reduced from 700 providers in 2010 to 546 providers in 2020. The Foundation Phase was implemented due to the National Assembly for Wales (NAFW) (2001) having an ambition For Wales to become one of the world’s best educational lifelong learning systems (Lemke and Zha, 2018). This would be achieved by developing a curriculum that connects and reinforces the practice and principles of the Desirable Outcomes for Children’s Learning before school age (NAFW, 2007) and by creating seven areas of learning in a new enriched curriculum that replaces the Key Stage 1 national curriculum. The seven core aims for children arose from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) and includes the priorities set by the Department of Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (DCELLS) (Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), 2009). 

One of the seven core aims implemented by the Welsh Assembly Government (2008) was to ensure all children have a flying start in life by committing to making life changes for children under the age of 4. This was achieved by offering free quality childcare, health visitor support, parenting support and early literacy support (WG, 2012), the research of Hutchings et al. (2016) who conducted research on eighty-nine families confirmed that through the flying start interventions improvements were not only present in the children’s development but also the parent’s mental well-being. Similarly, England introduced the foundation stage in 2008 that ensures children from birth to 5 years of age receive a high standard of care and positive play-based learning experiences (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008) allowing children to independently build attachments, form friendships and learn while playing (Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, 2012). And further research by Morrison et al. (2014) acknowledged countries such as Canada, the United States of America and Australia offer parents similar support during pregnancy as they acknowledge the early years as the most important period of brain development. And values early childhood education with the importance of lifelong learning which has beneficial long-term effects of children achieving higher educational scores and a decrease in drinking, substance misuse and crime in later life (Morrison et al. 2014; Arias de Sanchez, Doiron, and Gabriel, 2012). Unfortunately, according to Morrison et al. (2014) comparisons in early interventions could not be identified between European Countries due to the lack of represented literature. 

The remaining six core aims implemented by (WAG, 2008) are ensuring access to education, freedom to enjoy social and emotional inclusion without being harmed, given time to play and leisure including cultural activities, ensure children are listened to and given respect including acceptance of their cultural identity, a supportive home that is safe and to ensure children do not suffer from the disadvantage of poverty (WAG, 2008). However, Power et al. (2020) argues that disadvantaged children may not experience the curriculum extensively in socio-economical schools unless large investments are made to close the barrier between schools’ resources, outdoor environments, and teaching approaches to create an equality for all children of Wales (Power et al. 2020). This is also evident in the research of Bonetti and Brown (2018) who identified a need for increased investments to raise the quality of standards in the early years by improving structural environments and training opportunities to improve teacher’s effectiveness with children’s interactions. In comparison England had shown an improvement in the quality of learning but needed to reduce the 69 learning goals down to 17 to allow practitioners the extra quality time supporting the children and less time observing and filling in paperwork (Department of Education, 2011). Although research by Tickell (2011) and Bodrova and Leony (2015) emphasises that teachers and practitioners need to be trained appropriately to ensure that play does not become adult directed, or adult led continuously.

With Wales moving forward independently it was recognised that families in Wales needed to be supported to overcome worklessness, low income and child poverty by breaking the cycle of poor children moving on to becoming poor adults and this was to be achieved by raising educational attainment and reducing inequalities which would close the gap between learners who are eligible for free school meals and learners who are not eligible for free school meals (WG, 2013; WG, 2014b; Her Majesty’s Government, 2014). Unfortunately, there has been no thought given to the great divide (Macdonald, 2018) between care for 0- to 3-year-olds and education as these remain under different ministerial responsibilities. Although, according to SureStart (2004) there are significant benefits to disadvantaged children attending pre-school such as improved social and behavioural development (Sylva et al. 2004). 
Furthermore, the longitudinal study carried out by Sylva et al. (2004a) on 3,000 children suggested pre-school experiences enhances children’s all-round development especially disadvantaged children even though they attend up to 6 months less than more advantaged children.  And the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) which accesses all 15-year-olds reading, literacy, maths and science every three years has provided evidence that Wales continues to underperform the Organisation for Economic Co-operative and Development (OECD) average (Wightwick, 2019) however improvements have been made over the last three years with a growth of 0.8 and a target set to achieve 500 points in the (Pisa) assessments in 2021 (OECD, 2020; Wightwick, 2019).  

Notably, Estyn (2019-2020) reports that pupils have developed appropriate skills such as creativity, enthusiasm, and independence due to the Foundation Phase Curriculum that was designed with the intention of developing children’s learning through a play-based approach, offering a hands-on experience of exploring and experimenting in the seven areas of learning through the indoor and outdoor environment making learning more effective and enjoyable (WG, 2015; WG, 2013a). This demonstrates the theory of Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852) who emphasised the importance of a child-centred education through active learning and playing with ‘gifts’ (Best, 2016). Furthermore, the research of Whitebread et al. (2012) advocates the importance of play as it supports children’s cognitive and emotional development through five fundamental types of play which have been identified through psychological research as symbolic play, playing with objects, pretence or socio-dramatic play, physical play, and games with rules. This links to Vygotsky theory that through play children develop their communication and social interactions with peers and practitioners ‘the more knowledgeable able other’ to develop and create the zone of proximal development (Tucker, 2014), however the research of Bodrova and Leong (2015) suggest that restrictions are experienced by children being segregated into year groups as they are unable to observe and imitate the older children’s play skills leaving teachers and practitioners responsible for modelling and scaffolding play activities which need to remain child lead.  

Evidence from the Estyn interim report (2010) recorded high standards of children’s social and personal development through the introduction of the foundation phase, stating it offered play-based activities that increased children’s confidence and independence to try new things with no added pressure to succeed (Estyn, 2010). Despite these findings, Estyn’s (2011) report on five to six years old found that some schools hindered children’s learning such as their standards of literacy due to lack of understanding and effective implementation of the foundation phase by staff, and through the increase of multicultural students in classrooms teachers have found it difficult to communicate effectively resulting in poor pupil and teacher relationship and lower pupil achievement which could be improved through professional development opportunities (Alsubaie, 2015) and furthermore, an independent review conducted by Professor Graham recommended that to improve the quality of education in the Foundation Phase practitioners need to be appropriately qualified to level 3 from 2020 to ensure an in-depth of pedagogical knowledge which will better support children’s development in all seven areas of learning (WG, 2014a). Notably, according to the Marmot Review (2010) teachers and practitioners need to extend their roles to support families and the community to really take a ‘whole child’ approach in education but one should not forget that this publication was collective of views in England and not Wales.

In conjunction to this an evaluation was conducted between 2011 and 2014 by the Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research and Data (WISERD) concluding that the impact of how the Foundation Phase was implemented in schools across Wales varied from practice to practice and lead to recommendations of improvements needed to teachers/Headteachers attitudes towards the Foundation Phase and training opportunities needed to offer consistent and effective training to all staff working with children (WG, 2014; Kingston and Siraj, no date). Conversely, the research of Donaldson (2015) recommended the need for a sustainable professional learning programme to develop teacher’s and other practitioners’ skills in areas such as Health and Well-being, Digital Competence and Science and Technology to eradicate implications in the deliverance of the new curriculum and to ensure teachers deliver lessons that are relevant and engaging. This co-insides with the Welsh Governments (Education (Wales) act 2014) which reconfigured the General teaching Council for Wales (GTCW) (2002) into the Education Workforce Council (EWC) (2015) which is an independent regulator that contributes to improving standards and quality of teaching and learning in Wales by safeguarding learners and parents’ interests (EWC, 2020). 

An equally important aspect is the research of Furlong et al. (2021) that demonstrates the reform of Initial Teacher Education in Wales with schools and universities working conjointly through the mentor development group to develop a reflective approach to learning through key features such as dialogue, critical reflection, observation, enquiry and collaboration leading to professional identity and autonomy and supports future student teachers with knowledge, understanding and skills to deliver the new ambitious curriculum for Wales (Furlong et al. 2021; ONVU Learning, 2019). However the 2020 statistics for Wales shows a decline in the number of registered teachers over the last 10 years with a 9.6% drop between 2010 and 2020 conversely teaching assistant positions have increased over the last 3 years by 15.5% (EWC, 2020).  Understandably this is why with the ten-year vision to develop the early years profession by providing a high quality of care, education, play opportunities and build a bilingual workforce, has resulted in teaching assistants also being required to register with the Education Workforce Council to ensure they follow the code of conduct by developing their individual Professional Learning Passport (PLP) which will contribute to raising teachers’ standards and improve the outcomes of learners in Wales (WG, 2017).

As a final point, further recommendations by Graham Donaldson (2015) have led to yet another change in the curriculum with six areas of learning and experiences being developed for children aged 3 – 16 years that promotes the four purposes of the new curriculum for Wales (WG, 2020; WG, 2015a). The new curriculum for Wales has been developed with the four purposes of education at heart (Education Wales, 2019), and represents the aspiration and vision to develop every child and young person into confident, capable, and ambitious learners, ensuring they are healthy, creative, and enterprising contributors who are ready to become ethically informed citizens (WG, 2015). Learning is organised into six areas of learning and experience which are Expressive Arts, Health and Well-being, Humanities, Language, Literacy and Communication, Mathematics and Numeracy and Science and Technology (WG, 2020). In comparison Tickell (2011) recommended changes to England’s curriculum with four specific areas of learning which are mathematics, literacy, design, and expressive art, and understanding the world. These areas would enable children to apply their skills of communication and language, physical development, and personal, social, and emotional development skills to everyday learning (Tickell, 2011). Objectively, Cross et al. (2014) points out that there has never been a comprehensive curriculum that is effective across all areas of learning in comparison to a content specific curriculum that is integrated with assessments and professional development to effectively promote specific outcomes (Cross et al. 2014). (WG, no date). Furthermore, concerns have been raised by The Welsh Government (WLGA) and the Association of Directors of Education in Wales (ADEW) to whether teachers are going to be relied upon too heavily leaving children’s learning to chance of the knowledge of individual teachers (Lewis, 2019).








Section 2

The Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF) was introduced through an independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales led by Professor Iram Siraj (Welsh Government, 2014a) and the publishing of Building a Brighter Future (WG, 2013). This Framework set the standardisation for assessment of children’s development across Wales within the Health and Education sector for children up to 7 years old (Lewis, 2014; Mudiad Meithrin, no date). The framework is a collection of linked systems for assessing, tracking, and monitoring children’s development (WG, 2015a). An example of this is evident in the report of Redwood et al. (2019) who used a mix method approach to ensure both qualitative and quantitative evidence was gathered from independent parent reviews and professional reviews and evidence gathering combined with focus groups. The conclusion was evident that effective assessment tools enabled collaborative inter-agency and parental engagement to identify the needs for early intervention in children’s development and placed the child as center of the focus (Redwood et al. 2019; Every Child Matters, 2007). There is also evidence from Janowski et al. (2020) that proves assessment tools can also be transferred for use in post conflict countries such as South Sudan to improve the standard of life for children. However, Allnock, Akhurst and Tunstill (2006) states there is still a possibility of professional and cultural obstacles such as, professional stereotyping due to lack of respect and trust among agencies and education which could lead to negative assessments. 

The benefit of this approach incorporates the Foundation Phase Profile that introduced a Nationally, consistent, and statutory baseline assessment for reception children that follows their progress throughout the foundation phase (WG, 2017c). With the essential approach of play/active learning throughout the curriculum to motivate, stimulate and support development skills (WG, 2008). However, thought must be given when forming a baseline assessment to allow children time to settle into reception with unobtrusive observations being established over the first six weeks (WG, 2017c). At the end of year 2 the skill ladders in the profile with four areas of learning, which are Physical development, Mathematical development, Language, literacy and communicational skills, Personal and Social development including well-being and cultural diversity are used to determine the end of Foundation phase outcomes (WG, 2016). 

Using this profile practitioners can also use observations and formative assessments to develop and plan an appropriate holistic curriculum (WG, 2016), as Ashbrook (2019) points out planning helps to think ahead to provide opportunities and environments that invite children’s interactions of critical thinking, problem solving, creativity and collaboration. Through observations practitioners become in tuned with children’s individual interests and development needs, and by using the skill ladders profile enables practitioners to be aware of the outcomes needed to be captured during observations (Brodie, 2021). Evidence for the outcomes can be collected through The Mosaic approach, which is beneficial as it invites children’s participation in bringing together methods of observation, discussion, map making, and photographs used to reflect on children’s experiences of the outdoor environment (Garrick, 2009).  Notably, research by Bilton and Waters (2016) supports Welsh teachers’ ability to explicitly aim and plan using their outdoor environments for curricular related learning, unlike England’s teachers who do not identify curricular related outcomes with the outdoors.

The assessments are also beneficial for identifying additional learning needs, including medical conditions and behavioural issues and useful when communicating with parents (Williams, Kilbey and Naganna, 2018; Williams, 2011). Unfortunately, some teachers have been accused of lacking in skills to apply quality assessment and make use of formative data to support learning and adequately assist children’s individual learning needs (Wightwick, 2017). Could this be why children in Wales are still expected to sit National tests for reading, procedural numeracy, and numerical reasoning (problem solving) at the end of KS2? to inform teachers of each learner’s development and progress (Wightwick, 2018). In contrast, according to Uljens and Ylimaki (2017) national testing has shifted from essentially being a tool for professional guidance to more of a measurement of the efficiency and standards of education. Welsh Government (2019a) states the National Reading and Numeracy tests are converted into age standardised scores to compare children of the same age across Wales and allows a measure of progression for individual learners.  This aligns with BBC News (2021) who reported National testing is used to compare schools through a league table and hold schools responsible for the attainment of children’s progress.
Gunnulfsen and Møller (2017) believe National testing focuses on the results and large-scale data to use as a tool for school improvement and enhancement of quality by focusing on the lower ability children with poor scores and initiating interventions in reading and numeracy. Yet no consideration is given to the children who are now showing increased signs of anxiety and stress before testing and more than two thirds of headteachers reported testing has had a negative effect on children’s well-being and health (Weale, 2017).  Is it necessary to put children through testing when Whole school monitoring activities are used to guide improvement planning through learning walls, lesson observations, scrutiny of learner’s work, and listening to learners which helps to evaluate the effectiveness of the LNF implementation? (Welsh Government, 2014c).

According to Lee (2019), New Zealand use learning stories as an assessment tool for the purpose of retelling a child’s learning and competence story. The written recordings include the voice of the child, teacher, and parent, but also include photos to help the child recall the experience (Anthony et al. 2015).  Similarly, Zhang (2017) claims learning stories are documentation of structured observations that form pedagogical documentation ensuing learning is visible. Arguably, research carried out by Blaiklock (2017) suggests New Zealand’s Te Whãriki reputation for establishing a status of world leader in early childhood education may have been misleading due to the lack of verifiable evidence of children’s learning in the OECD’s (2012) report. Also, there is no evidence to support the use of learning outcomes and assessments, along with relaxed approach to planning for experiences that facilitate children’s learning (Blaiklock, 2013). Furthermore Blaiklock (2021) suggests learning notes would be a more comprehensive and practical approach for teachers to accurately record observation descriptions allowing ideas for future learning.
 
In 2012 the Minister for Education and Skills published a statement declaring the introduction of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) to raise standards of education and improve children’s outcomes in Wales (Andrews, 2012). However, an inspector for Estyn stated the progress of implementing the framework had been slow due to a lack of time for schools to prepare and train staff adequately (Sparks, 2015). ‘The LNF was designed as a cross-curricular planning tool for the appropriate literacy and numeracy skill development within subjects, topics, and themes’ (Welsh Government, 2017b). Exley and Trimble-Roles (2016) believe this is crucial in mathematics to ensure children are not only properly prepared for written assessments but ensuring they gain the skills to become literate citizens. As evidence shows reading comprehension has a strong connection with problem solving and practitioners need to become active facilitators to support children to focus on their reflections and understanding of content (Exley and Trimble-Roles, 2016). This links to the Raggio Emilia approach (Gardner and Jones, 2016) that emphasised the importance of the teacher and child becoming equal partners within the teacher-learning nexus. Through observation, documenting and explaining to the child provides mediation for children to set their own goals (Leggett and Ford, 2013).
The LNF was to become part of the statutory curriculum for teachers with detailed descriptions of children’s expected skills to be achieved from ages 5 to 14 (WG, 2013b). The expectation statements are broken down into year groups and divided into three strands of Literacy where children are expected to accomplish oracy, writing, and reading across the curriculum and four strands of Numeracy where children are expected to accomplish developing numerical reasoning, number skills, measuring skills and data skills (WG, 2013c). The structure of the LNF concentrates on learners’ acquisition of and the ability to apply skills and concepts learned to complete tasks appropriate for their stage of development (Welsh Government, 2013d). 
Furthermore, The Welsh Government (2013e) states the LNF is an inclusive framework as it helps teachers to identify learners who are working below the age-related expectations and offers columns that are not age related in the routes to learning. For practitioners who work alongside learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD) the Routes for learning Routemap (WG, 2020a) is used to signify learning priorities of communication and social interaction skills as shown in the evidence video from Education Wales (2020) where the learner interacts in the environment with the practitioner demonstrating early cognitive development. The Routemap details important milestones within orange boxes which are numbered for ease of reference, however learners are not expected to achieve the milestones in numerical order as the evidence of Kostrubie et al. (2012) demonstrates that individuals learning (PMLD) may require alternative routes (WG, 2020b).  According to Matin and Ware (2020) the Routes for learning has been updated from the original Welsh Assembly Government (2006) to link with the new curriculum for Wales (2022). 

Moving forward, as specified by ‘Successful Futures’ assessments of the new curriculum will be built on progression with each area of learning and experience inclusive of progression steps. This allows learning and progression to unite in a purposeful approach to sequencing learning (WG, 2018).  According to Education Wales (2019) the new approach will underpin four principles of 1. ‘a nationally described continuum of learning for learners aged 3 to 16’, 2.  learning must be an expedition to progress one’s individual road map, as individual learners’ progression will divert at different stages along their own learning journey, 3. Progression steps at 5, 8, 11, 14, and 16 will become achievement outcomes relevant to age expectations, 4. Statements of ‘I can’ and ‘I have’ will form the achievement outcomes. Pioneer schools have worked alongside representatives from Estyn, Regional Consortia and Qualification Wales to develop six key principles as shown in the infographic available in the Curriculum for Wales Blog (2019). 

Online personal assessment tests for reading and numeracy in years 2-to-9, will offer interactive experiences that are tailored to individual learns (Educational Wales, 2019a). The assessment provides information on learner’s skills and identifies what they may need to work on to progress, the personalised assessments help teachers to plan for future reading and numeracy to ensure learners progress and provide detailed information on skills of individual learners and whole classes (WG, 2020/21). The assessments can be accessed on hwb allowing learners to read the feedback with teachers and parents and enables them to see their progress mapped out as they as they advance through the school (Education Wales, 2020a).  


