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Section 1.
Research over the past 30 years shows the most important period for a child to learn is from birth to eight years of age. Reflecting on how children are being taught within the early years is currently a key focus in Wales, as the Foundation Phase will now be reformed as part of the curriculum for Wales for three- to sixteen-year-olds (NDNA, 2021). It is seen that play based learning should be at the forefront of this with more play opportunities and environments that promote play, exploration and hands-on learning (UNICEF, 2018). The Foundation Phase principles are built on those of a play-based curriculum. This was bound from the investigation of other play-based methods from around the world such as those of Montessori for example, through the lower teacher directed learning and the prepared environment (Discover Early Childhood EDU, 2021). This assignment critically analysis the different methods of play-based learning and how the Foundation Phase compares to these approaches, although it has been built from their teachings to encourage creativeness and a more enjoyable learning (Welsh Government, 2015).
The Foundation Phase 2015 was created as a new format for children to learn holistically through play and a new way in which for practitioners to teach children. The Foundation Phase curriculum came with a pedagogy, outlining key issues for teaching and learning, one of which was the key aspect of the role of play within children’s learning (Welsh Government, 2015). Play based learning is motivating and stimulating for children. It supports all aspects of children’s development and provides development of transferable skills. The skills that are learnt here will apply to every area of the foundation phase and the child’s life (WAG, 2008). Though this is the definition of play based within the Foundation Phase, it has come to light that people have different perceptions on what play may be, thus causing different interpretations from practitioners. Wood and Attfield show through their review that the word may have ‘multiple meaning for children and adults’ (p.2). Therefore, practitioners may need to review their understanding of play in line with the Foundation Phase to implement this fully, instead of implementation through their own interpretations of the word.
Following on from this, teachers own perceptions may have been one of the complexities in the implementation of this curriculum, as well as the vagueness of the pedagogy leaving teachers to work around their own ideas of the pedagogy meaning. Therefore, due to this, the Successful Futures have recommended a sound pedagogy is integral for the new curriculum to be put in place and rolled out effectively (Donaldson, 2015). It has been found through research  that there has been minimal or in some cases no guidance in implementing the Foundation phase for school leaders. No formal monitoring or training and very limited budgets for effective teaching and learning under the curriculum (Mirain, 2016). Without this training and money, practitioners will not fully understand the pedagogy and therefore resulting in children missing out on the opportunities and benefits the foundation phase has to offer them. For these practitioners to work effectively with children, they themselves need to understand what they believe play means in order to put themselves and their love into their practice (Abbott and Langston, 2005). 
Practitioners need knowledge and understanding of what they are implementing, this was found in many long-term research teams findings (Nursery World. 2015). They need to understand the theory behind the practice they are constructing and implement continuity in their teaching (Higgs, 2013). Therefore, training is integral for them to understand the development that children will go through by learning through play (Kelly, 2016). This will also improve the value of the play for all parties involved. This includes parents as it is also seen through wisered education research that parents and carers still hold concern regarding the child centred approach (Mirain, 2016). Subsequently leading to practitioners being torn between using play based or, on the other hand gaining the outcomes of the Foundation Phase handbook where assessment is deemed ‘necessary’ (Welsh Government, 2017).
Moreover, when construction of the Foundation Phase was taking place, other curriculum modules were observed and implemented such as Montessori, Reggio Emelia and Te Whariki (Welsh Government, 2013). These approaches emphasise on active participatory learning and are reflected in the Foundation Phase through the need for children to be learning through first-hand experiences with play (Welsh Government 2015). It uses Regio Emilia’s approach on child cantered play, where stating the environment will be based upon the child’s interests (Martin and Evaldsson, 2012) yet sets stages for children to pass through and outcomes for children to reach, consequently suggesting the opposite and using a Piaget based approach (Gori, 2009). The balance of these approaches is then left in the hands of the practitioner to put in place and meet not only the child’s needs but also the expectations of ESTYN and CIW. However, the Foundation Phase does state that ‘There must be a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those directed by Practitioners.’ (WG, 2015:6). Thus, known as the continuous, enhanced and focused provisions.
Really looking into the Reggio Emilia approach to play compared to the Foundation Phase approach to play based learning, shows a rather imperative difference in these curriculums although solely based of a learning through play ideology. The real difference is in the way the two cultures are deeming play. According to Abbot, 2001 the traditional views in Britain have made it difficult for practitioners to pull together the aspect of play and work and therefore they are allowing children to play with no real meaning behind it. Ultimately, this is not allowing for learning to be carried out while children play, while play should be central to the child’s life and learning within the Foundation phase classrooms. Children within the Emilia approach are encouraged to play due to its importance within this curriculum and not playing after their work is completed (Abbot and Moylet, 1999) for example in the foundation phase once a focused provision is completed, they are then allowed to go and carry out continuous provision. This could be seen as the child finishing their work and being allowed to just play. An example of this may be the teacher then telling them to play in the sandpit or play with the jigsaws, where there is no meaning or real exploration behind the play type. 
In the same manner as the Foundation Phase, Te Whariki is a play-based curriculum in New Zealand which was introduced in 1996. The implementation of this curriculum was taken on by the New Zealand practitioners with ease compared to those within the Foundation Phase curriculum. Te Whairki was made by practitioners, and this could be the reason why it was accepted so well. In fact, the new curriculum for Wales has been stated to have been made ‘by practitioners for practitioners’ (Hwb, 2020). Thus, showing that Wales is again drawing on foreign curriculums to better our own. Staff in Te whariki implemented fully inclusive environments for their play-based classrooms and this was not previously carried out within the Welsh educational sector. However, curriculum for Wales may now implement better training and environments following Te Whariki approach to benefit the practitioners and children alike.
The new curriculum to come into place is based on the strengths that the foundation phase 2015 has upon children and practitioners. It holds four main purposes which will be spread across teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2015b). It is set to cover a larger age group of children from three to sixteen, to learn through a play-based curriculum which abides to the foreign approaches it was originally drawn from. As the government sets out to reform the curriculum, they also state to help practitioners in this quest. Therefore, this proves that the government may not have helped practitioners enough when rolling out the 2015 curriculum (Hwb 2020). Although this is stated by Hwb, it does not state how this will happen. There is no discussion in this curriculum for continuous staff training, or who will receive the training for this play-based curriculum to meet its high expectations. Practitioners must be helped sustainably through every staff member, receiving equal training and transformable to show long term change (Jovanova-Mitkovska, 2010).
In short, the meaning of play is dependant on how the person sees it (Dau, 1999) and usually this is largely different for both the child and the practitioner and this itself had a huge impact on the implementation of the play-based curriculum. The play-based curriculum without a doubt through this research has been seen to be of great importance and value to the practitioner and for the children regarding their experiences, problem solving’s and socialising (Reed and Canning, 2010). As we have focused on the theoretical approaches pushing the Welsh curriculum, we can see that the focus has come away slightly, and practitioners are not carrying out a fully play based classroom. This is not solely their fault although the fault of the government, even though they placed great importance of play in the lives of children and their families (Welsh Government, 2014).
Children are born curious and ready to play and the practitioners need to support this by enriching their play for a higher learning experience (Wood, 2013). The new curriculum needs to ensure that it holds these aspects highly and ensures the government gives enough support to practitioners to ensure children get the best from the play-based approach that is in coming. The way in which this will happen is through correct training and the understanding that policy makers are not at the heart of correcting these mistakes that have been made, but practitioners are at the heart of ensuring quality play provision (Wood, 2013).



Section 2.
Within this section of the portfolio, it is critically evaluating how the foundation phase handles the concept of the unique child in the process of the assessments, progress and tracking of the child and stage related developments through the play-based curriculum. What Practitioners are assessing, why they are assessing this and the other concepts of assessments within play based on other theories. Every child is unique, and this is one of the key principles within the foundation phase curriculum as well as many other curriculums around the world. The foundation phase states that all education for children must be holistic, with the child at the heart of teaching. The key issues looked at within this section of the portfolio, are the comparisons between the assessments within those approaches, that the foundation phase was built from compared to those of the Foundation Phase itself. How each of these has conducted the unique child approach within their curricula, how testing that currently takes place appreciates this and finally how the new curriculum in Wales will carry out these assessments, tracking and tests in relation to the unique child.
The foundation phase curriculum states that it is one of a holistic teaching. Where the child is at the heart of planning and teaching. Children within the foundation phase are seen to be unique, every child learns differently and every child has different interests. Therefore, within the foundation phase classrooms, teachers must plan with every child in mind to provide the best start in educational life for that child. Considering the ratio sizes of a classroom in Wales this may be difficult for the practitioner to do. The foundation phase then goes on to state that the children should be involved in the planning of the schoolwork, for example planning topics and projects or play area themes. This could mean holding class circle times and creating a mind map of children’s ideas based around a particular topic. For example, the topic may be the beach where some children may present an idea such as wanting to go on a trip to the beach or make mermaid tails or create a beach theme café area in role play. It states that this will ‘enable them to develop understand through learning experiences that are meaningful to them.’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).
In comparing the unique child within the Foundation Phase to other curriculums, the unique child holds a similar meaning through basing their teachings around each child’s abilities, for example. The unique child is also shown differently in various curriculums, and this is seen through its implementation in the classroom. The early years foundation stage, being the English curriculum, states that the unique child to them, means they as well, place the child at the heart of learning, every child is unique and within their classrooms the diversity of children is valued. They use their teaching to help children recognise their own uniqueness (Early years matters, 2022). Secondly the Reggio Emilia approach is one that is built on the belief that every child is unique and uses a thorough holistic approach to teaching. This approach is based solely around the child, their senses, community, family and is adapted to each individual child’s interests, family and development (Hewett, 2001). 
Furthermore, Montessori approach is like the foundation phase, a play cantered approach where play is seen as the work of a child (Isaacs, 2012). It holds the unique child under one of its seven principles and understands that every child is an individual with their own needs, ways of learning and capabilities. This then links with why another principle is freedom, where children can choose their own options from preapproved toys. This shows they can choose what is best for themselves and from their own interests. The Montessori approach really focuses upon the unique child also within their teaching and assessing of children. It is believed here that children develop through three stages until the age of eighteen and these stages are large in age difference (Isaacs. For example, the first age group is conception to six years old, thus allowing the child many years to pass through these developmental stages. Whereas the Foundation Phase strands of development are yearly grouped, for example a child within a nursery class should be able to retell a story before they move to reception (Welsh Government, 2015). Additionally, practitioners learn about each child’s family and the community in which they are from to show uniqueness and all children have access to every service the school provides to keep inclusivity. (Isaacs 2010)
Regarding assessments within the foundation phase there are many different aspects to consider. The foundation phase states that children should go through the stages that they have set at their own pace and not at an age-related progression rate (Welsh Government, 2015) yet this is not seen within foundation phase classrooms where children can be seen to be marked and grouped according to their age still at this late date within the curriculum. The foundation phase uses observations and formal assessments when building an image of the unique child (Welsh Government, 2017). Observations take place every day through practitioners watching and involving with the child when necessary, for example through focused provisions. They will then use a skill ladder to determine what they must observe from the child instead of just observing what the child is currently doing and building from this.
However, in the Te Whariki approach where in observing a child, learning stories will be constructed to see development for that individual child (Lee, 2013). This shows a large comparison in relation to observing the child. There are no decided observations within Te Whariki and the practitioner will observe what the child is doing when they do it however within the Foundation Phase practitioners already know what they want to observe and are looking for the child to perform this act. It is clearly seen therefore that the Foundation Phase is not allowing the child to be unique within their observations, but they are looking for the same goals in each child.
Conversely while the Foundation Phase need children and practitioners to meet the desired learning outcomes through the framework, in the Emilia approach there are no set learning outcomes for children to reach. There is a lack of planning and programming within these schools and ‘absence of targets to be ticked off when achieved’ (Abbott and Nutbrown, 2001, p.9). The uniqueness of the children within the Emilia classes is also more thoughtful than those of our own nations, as children are not seen to be all given the same instruction at the same time or told what to create, although comparable through the small group work taking place (Abbott and Nutbrown, 2001). The confidence of children within the Reggio community is described as evident by (Abbott and Nutbrown, 2001) where they follow their own plans, take time to complete their activities and take many risks. This may be down to the freedom given to the teachers and the flexibility they hold (Arseven, 2014).
Another comparison in assessment to the Foundation Phase is the Montessori approach and how they assess their children. In the same manner observations are at the heart of looking into the progression of pupils and planning for the child’s next steps in their development or work. This is due to both curriculums focus on learning through doing (Welsh Government, 2018). On the other hand, Montessorians do not subject their children to formal testing due to their belief that young children should not have to be submitted to government forced assessments. Instead of these practitioners hold an individual learning plan for each child in their care showing activities children have taken part in, how they have learnt from these and the activities they have carried out afterwards from this (Isaacs, 2010). This shows how the children are taking steps in their development. Observations are kept within these individual learning plans, as well as their individual work pieces and photographs of them playing while they learn (Isaacs, 2010). Much like the Te Whariki approach using storybooks, these are all then shared with the child’s family for all parties to understand how the child is learning and developing. 
Following on from this the assessment processes within these outside approaches and curriculums are similar whereas the Foundation Phase is far from these in their assessment process, by still subjecting children to formal testing and assessing. Although testing has been said to be a complementary process for practitioners as they enable them to understand the children in their care, learn about the child’s cultural knowledge, critically assess their own teaching and effectiveness of the provisions they provide as well as document information on the child to share this with the child’s family (Wood, 2013). In fact, we have looked previously at approaches that oppose to this and they in fact manage to carry out sharing with parents and learning the child’s cultural knowledge and much more without the need for these vigorous tests and assessments. 
It is clear to see the importance the Foundation Phase holds over assessments as it is not purely the children that are assessed but the teachers themselves are assessed by those more senior to them. There is a bassline assessment undertaken upon children within the first six weeks of their entry to the school, this is very early but it is argued that this allows teachers to understand where the child is starting from (Welsh Government, 2019) and to start with what the child can do (Smidt, 2005). Another way in which children are assessed is on their literacy and numeracy development, this covers literacy, language and mathematical development (Hwb, 2022b). At the end of every year practitioners use the constant assessments on this area to create a report to send home to parents to show the child’s progress. This is very formal and not like the curriculums we learnt from. 
Looking forward to the new curriculum it would be important to see that the formal assessment side of the old foundation phase is to be lowered. Through research this is not to be seen. The reform has set clear outlines for on going teacher led assessments as they name them ‘crucial’ for effective teaching (Department for Education, 2014). Introduction for more challenging tests is approaching, thus the opposite of what is deemed necessary for a more child based and unique child provision. To be a unique play-based curriculum group assessing may also need to be reconsidered as well as the way in which practitioners group children for play and learning in the classroom. At times this can be hindering rather than helpful to children as they may be grouped due to ability and where children are grouped due to their low ability they may suffer in their confidence and motivation through realising why they are in this group (Burton, 2018). Children will also never progress if they are not surrounded by others that are at higher stages and progressing themselves, they will not be learning by a more knowledgeable other (McLoed, 2020).
To sum up this section the assessment process in the Foundation is almost vigorous compared to those of other curriculums. Perhaps the foundation phase is not so based on the unique child but based upon the observation tick lists they hold and the group assessments. Whereas they could create story books or promote the uniqueness of every child through allowing them to create what they deem fit, instead of providing an image for every child to base their work upon. Nevertheless, these assessments may assist the unique child in getting support, such as extra literacy help through the literacy and numeracy framework. As play has been found to be highly effective on enhancing academic development  I would question if there were there such a need for these thorough assessments and tests to be undertaken, can we not let children play and believe they will be learning and developing at a great rate with the help of both child-led and adult led through the three provisions held (OECD, 2015).


















Section 3 
Urgent action needed to address the outdoor play provision within the Foundation Phase curriculum: A blog for practitioners.
The Foundation Phase handbook has stated the Foundation Phase as being inseparable from the outdoors (Welsh Government, 2017). (DCELLS 2009) also describes the outdoors as being the best environment in capturing the key elements of the Foundation Phase, for example a place for children to carry out experiential play, be as active as possible and to take risks. The real question here is did this really become implemented through the roll out of the Foundation Phase? As an early year practitioner, myself and having worked in various school and day nurseries over the last 6 years, I believe the outdoors is not used enough to benefit children the way it could when used properly. The final report which evaluates the Foundation Phase tells of statistics of only 34 percent of practitioners using the outdoors everyday (2015).  This really needs urgent addressing and here we will discuss why this may be, what can be done to turn this around and how the new curriculum may support better outdoor learning. 
To expand upon this, we need to investigate why this is such a low percentage and are you as a practitioner using the outdoors enough in your teaching? If not, why not! There are challenges and issues in using the outdoors and these do not go unseen but how can we, as practitioners overcome these?
Firstly, staffing may be an issue for you. We need ratios as a legal requirement where children from the age of three need an eight to one ratio with staff. Eight children to one staff member may seem ample within the school classroom, although when leaving and venturing outdoors to play whether this being a trip or to the school local forestry or fields these ratios may need to be reviewed. This may be due to the layout of the area for example open areas, the age ranges of children or the outcomes of the risk assessments (NSPCC, 2019). When this occurs, it could mean that these outdoor learning sessions are no longer accessible due to the number of staff needed to perform them. In this case we need to overcome the staff issues through perhaps smaller groups taking part over time or more staff being allocated to a class.
Another issue that may be apparent within your setting is the parents’ views on outdoor play. Some parents may have disclosed they do not wish for their child to be taken outside of the setting, or they do not allow their child to attend class trips. This could be for many reasons such as their view of the environment, for example they may feel their child is unsafe out of class, they may fear their safety in relation to traffic or other individuals in the community (Kalish et al, 2010, p.1). In this case we need to ensure that parents understand how beneficial the outdoors is and show them how safe they will be through providing the risk assessments perhaps.
The outdoors is too important for these issues to prevent children gaining these vital experiences, therefore we as practitioners must take every step, we can to support both children and their whole families in carrying out outdoor provisions.

The new curriculum has stated its four main purposes. These will be able to support children’s learning in the outdoors as well as supporting the indoor play of the curriculum, but here we will investigate how the outdoors supports these purposes and what types of play these may be. (Welsh Government 2022) Firstly ambitious learners are supported by the outdoors where children will resolve problems for themselves, for example how to get through the mud. Trying new things builds resilience and helps them develop strategies, the outdoors gives confidence to children in asking for help to complete what they want to do, for example building a den in which they can not reach the top. If it doesn’t work children will keep trying as it is their idea, and they are positively engaged with their ideas (Smith, 2019). 
Enterprising and creative contributors means children will take place in team work outdoors if they choose to do so. Valuing each others’ contributions understanding how others play differently or play different roles within a team. Children will take it upon themselves to decide what each other are going to do, for example children will naturally take lead while others will follow (Hwb, 2022). 
Furthermore, learning to work effectively with others, different contributions instructing others including teachers becoming creative, debating ideas therefore learning that your idea may not be chosen but to keep going forwards and not to be disheartened. Children will take measured risks through this and think creatively (Hwb, 2022). 
Also, the outdoors can support healthy and confident children where they can develop strategies to manage well being, responding positively in the case of challenges. For example, running up and down large hills, overcoming a fear by learning how to defeat the hill and how not to fall while helping their friends and waiting for each other to run down building each other confidence. This purpose has aspects to Vygotsky, where children can help one another in their confidence and learning (Vygotsky, 1978) from watching how one child may have fallen and knowing not to do that. Or being afraid of doing it so needing a friend to tackle it with them. 
This is essential for the new curriculum to ensure their purposes are implemented outdoor as the old curriculum failed on this. Letting children take charge and us as teachers to follow and respond. We must ensure we provide the space for children to engage and put into practice these purposes, whether this be a continuous space with a constant flow from indoors to the outdoors, although some buildings do not have this. Or trips to an area where this is possible. This should also not be weather dependant (Curriculum for excellence, 2010) as it has been seen that practitioners may not venture outdoor when the weather is a little harsh (Maynard and Waters, 2014).
To Finalise in the previous Foundation Phase there has not been continuity in the outdoors provision due to many issues including staffing ratios,  parental consent and risk assessments. However, it is time for change and using the new curriculum we as practitioners will change this using the government guidelines of the four purposes. We must ensure every purpose is covered using the outdoors and vice versa, that we are using the purposes to influence the play we do outdoor as well as the play based indoor learning. 
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