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Section 1 

According to Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) (2008), play is individual and intrinsic to all children, therefore a fundamental part of their curriculum. Jones and Reynolds (2015) agree and believe that play is personal to all children as they use their imagination to connect their experiences to the world around them. Grindheim (2017) supports this stance as, children’s play should be carefully planned, and the views of children should be valued as they use play to communicate their needs with practitioners and their peers. This is also supported by Estyn (2018), which states that the child’s voice should be at the centre of all planning and learning associated with the New Curriculum by WG (2020). This provides the children with new responsibilities which will promote the acquisition of new skills and improve their engagement and awareness. The New Curriculum by WG (2020) will support the voice of the child as it will be a curriculum that focuses purely on learning through play, where the children can decide what they learn and how they do it. Therefore, this will ensure that the child’s learning is individual to them depending on their likes and interests (Donaldson, 2015). This supports Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1992) by UNICEF as they are being actively involved in matters concerning them, ensuring that their voice is being heard.

According to Bruce (2012), the role of the adult is important, and they should encourage children to direct their learning through play. Adults can support play through observations where the child’s interests can be deeply explored to extend self-directed play. As children are deeply engaged in play, the involvement of the adult may then become passive. This supports Vygotsky’s (1978) theory as he believed children require support from an adult when acquiring a new skill until they become confident to carry out the activity alone. Practitioners in the Foundation Phase (2015) should follow Vyotsky’s (1978) theory to promote social constructivism. However, according to McInnes et al. (2011), they argue that practitioners are not directly engaging with children in practice regarding their learning. Practitioners lack knowledge on child centred play as they are unsure of the exact definition of play. Play is challenging to define as different definitions depending on the environment that the term is being used. Therefore, resulting in a misunderstanding due to a lack of research to support practitioners regarding the importance of play and learning (Foundation Phase, 2015). This is also evident in a report by Taylor et al. (2015), as the word 'play' is absent, which has caused disconnection of play within settings. Jones and Reynolds (2015) support this research by stating that, play requires practice as it does not come naturally to all individuals. Practitioners require a clear mind with the ability to improvise and think of new and interesting ideas. In practice, this has led to activities being directed by practitioners, where they are constantly monitoring children, rather than playing with them to enhance their holistic development. Therefore, having poor knowledge and understanding of play and the implementation of the Foundation Phase (2015) has resulted in disregarding the children’s likes and interests as the practitioners are directing their play, giving the children no choice but to follow their lead. 

According to Donaldson (2015), this was one element within the curriculum that needed to change as it is too formal for children. The New Curriculum for Wales by WG (2020) will not require a structured timetable that must be followed, as practitioners can design their curriculum to promote a deeper level of learning. However, The New Curriculum by WG (2020) will continue to teach the Areas of Learning, to promote consistency for the children. This time, the Areas of Learning are a guide for practitioners; however, the activities should contain elements of the curriculum purpose to ensure the pedagogical purpose is being acknowledged. The New Curriculum by WG (2020), allows practitioners to choose topics that are tailored to their children’s needs and design activities that will support the acquisition of new skills. Practitioners are also encouraged to include all children in these discussions as their views and interests should be valued and acted upon. Practitioners delivering the New Curriculum by WG (2020) must respect and value children’s rights to promote inclusive practice. Children should feel safe and secure within the setting to promote positive wellbeing, which should encourage them to use their imagination and curiosity during play (Welsh Government, 2020). This supports Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), as he believed all children require their basic needs to achieve and reach self-actualisation. Therefore, children will become more resilient to challenges and stresses, later on in life. 


According to the Foundation Phase (2015), play and learning should complement each other within the curriculum, ensuring that each day is stimulating and filled with enjoyment. Learning through first-hand experiences provides children with many opportunities to develop all seven Areas of Development within the Foundation Phase (2015). This supports Piaget’s (1953) theory as he believed children should actively engage in play as it supports the wealth of all their skills and consolidates their learning. Piaget (1953) also expressed the importance of experiential and multi-sensory play as this stimulates their learning by encouraging them to problem-solve. However, according to the Foundation Phase Evaluation by WG (2015), the intentions are not being seen in practice, which has caused a disconnect of play. The report states that learning has become structured and activities are directed by practitioners. Makeleni and Sethusha (2014) believe this is because practitioners have experienced many challenges with the implementation of the Foundation Phase (2015), and they are confused about how to correctly deliver the curriculum. Therefore, contradicting the original ethos of the Foundation Phase (2015). Waters (2016) supports the need for change as the curricula have become too formal which is detrimental for children under the age of six. She suggests that adults should facilitate learning by offering opportunities by providing open-ended resources which inspire children’s learning. The curriculum needs to meet the needs of all individual children as originally stated (Welsh Government, 2015). Makeleni and Sethusha (2014) suggested that practitioners require regular support from professionals to extend their professional development, to enhance the quality of learning for all children. 

Donaldson (2015) highlighted the need for change in his report: Successful Futures. He stated that effective teaching allows children to make stronger connections with the world, and can transfer their new skills to different situations to solve other problems. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2008) believes that children should regularly encounter challenging situations as it encourages them to explore and develop an understanding by critically thinking. To encourage this, children should have environments that inspire them to engage in experiential play where they are allowed to engage with other children to help broaden their understanding. As mentioned previously by Waters (2016), this is currently not happening in some Foundation Phase (2015) settings and was one of the drivers for curriculum reform. Donaldson (2015) has proposed that within the New Curriculum by WG (2020), practitioners will be attending extensive training courses to improve their professional development. This will ensure that the needs of all practitioners are met as they will have an enhanced understanding of how to embed the New Curriculum by WG (2020). In the Independent Stocktake report, Siraj and Kingston (2014) support the need for change as several practitioners are not qualified for their role within the setting, therefore are not implementing the curriculum correctly. This seems to be a common theme across Wales, which is now problematic as practitioners do not know how to support a child’s play. 

It was identified at the beginning of the implementation of the New Curriculum by the Welsh Government (2014), that many non-maintained settings could not afford the costs of necessary facilities and resources due to funding. These settings are then at a disadvantage as they may not be able to deliver the curriculum that was desired, which will cause barriers to the children’s learning. Therefore, contradicting the ethos of the Foundation Phase (2015), which states that children should be given opportunities to follow their interests with a balance of child-led play and adult-led activities to support their holistic development. Children should spend equal time indoors and outdoors and have the opportunity to freely move between both environments (Taylor et al. 2015). This encourages children to develop their curiosity and resilience as it will support them in taking risks, therefore supporting the Areas of Learning listed in the Foundation Phase (2015). Maynard (2010) et al. suggests that practitioners must have an understanding of professional learning to provide consistent delivery of the curriculum. Practitioners should attend high-quality training to gain a deeper level of understanding of the philosophy of the curriculum's pedagogy. However, Taylor et al. (2015) argues that not all practitioners were given the relevant training about educational theories underpinning the Foundation Phase (2015). The practitioners that attended the training, complained that the terminology used was challenging and difficult to understand, also this matter was never addressed (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2005, pg. 7). As a result of this practitioners did not understand what was expected of them as they lacked clarification. Therefore, the lack of consistency has led to misinterpretation of the curriculum, as they do not have the correct understanding, due to a lack of professional learning. 

One recommendation suggested by Donaldson (2015), for the New Curriculum by WG (2020) is to provide adequate support for practitioners, to change the pedagogy. Taylor et al. (2015) agree by stating that, practitioners play a key role in curriculum implementation as they are a facilitator who needs to ensure that the curriculum they deliver, aligns with the Areas of Learning. Robinson (2010) resonates with Donaldson (2015) and Taylor et al. (2015), regarding the need for a whole new change to change mindsets to deliver a brand-new curriculum. Robinson (2010) states that all children are being treated the same, this is a disadvantage to them as education should be different for all, as all children are unique. Robinson (2010) supports Donaldson (2015), as he highlights the need for reforms as the curriculum should be updated to ensure it is relevant to the children’s individual needs. Practitioners require more time and support as they need to underpin the philosophies of practice to then confidently move forward. To ensure this, the launch date of the New Curriculum by WG (2020) has been extended to allow practitioners time to embed these new changes. The Welsh Government (2019) supports Donaldson’s (2015) recommendation as their research demonstrates the significance of all staff developing their professional development. All staff must attend extensive training courses about the New Curriculum by WG (2020), to ensure they understand the importance of the new pedagogical approaches. Siraj and Kingston (2014) support the requirement for staff to attend training, due to concerning levels of attendance during the implementation of the Foundation Phase (2015). Waters (2016) states that practitioners find it challenging to bring together pedagogy and outcomes as it did not work according to plan in the Foundation Phase (2015), which is now causing difficulties within settings. These barriers have been addressed in Taylor et al. (2015) report which supports Donaldson’s (2015) recommendations also. The report argues that training courses should be compulsory for all professionals in all non-maintained settings. Practitioners should be given clear guidance to provide them with clarification on the curriculum and with emphasis on successful implementation. Taylor et al. (2015) also state that practitioners should regularly revisit their professional development to ensure that their understanding is improving and that they are up to date with new policies and procedures of the New Curriculum by WG (2020).  



Section 2

Before the implementation of the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum, assessments were age and stage focused. The Foundation Phase (2015) intended to draw away from this, as this method grouped children based on their outcomes. However, according to Maynard et al. (2010), this is still being implemented in non-maintained settings that follow the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum. Maynard et al. (2010) believe that assessments should not be the main driver within a curriculum, instead, practitioners should respect that all children are unique and focus on their learning. This is discussed within the New Curriculum for Wales by Welsh Government (2020), as the purpose of assessment is to recognise and meet the needs of all individual children as originally stated within the ethos of the Foundation Phase (2015). Waters (2015) supports this stance by stating that assessments should not take over, instead they should support children’s learning. Waters (2016) argues that practitioners should use the child’s previous experiences to further their learning, rather than relying on age and stage assessments. Currently, in the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum, children are categorised into groups depending on their ability, as practitioners can then formally assess them according to their predicted outcomes. This helps the practitioner to track their progress and to plan the next steps of their development. The OECD (2018) believes that assessments have a detrimental impact on a child’s well-being. Practitioners find it challenging to find a balance within the curriculum as they have not been taught. However, the New Curriculum by WG (2020), proposes that children will not be slotted into age and stage categories. To prevent children from being categorised, Donaldson (2015) has suggested within his recommendations, that children within the New Curriculum (2020) will be observed, and will be offered new experiences depending on their interests, to ensure they are constantly progressing. This is a less stressful way of monitoring children’s development; therefore, this will have a positive impact on their overall well-being. This is again due to practitioners having inadequate training and support. Similarly, Estyn (2020) has not changed the way they inspect settings, which is causing issues and confusion by professionals, again due to a lack of understanding. However, the New Curriculum (2020) proposes that Estyn (2020) will promote effective practice for all settings as they will support practitioners with the delivery of the curriculum. Estyn (2020) has stated that intense training will be provided to all practitioners to support their understanding. of how to develop children’s development through experiential learning and play. The Learning Inspectorate report by Donaldson (2018) supports Estyn (2020) by stating that a new system of inspection will be implemented to enhance the development of both children and practitioners, aligning with the new reforms in Wales. Donaldson (2018) states that Estyn (2020) and OECD (2018) will both provide new methods of inspecting to provide consistency to help identify the strengths of the setting, ensuring that development of professional development is prioritised. Donaldson (2018) suggests that Estyn’s (2020) performance will be regularly reviewed to ensure their service meets the standards of the new reforms and the development of the New Curriculum for Wales (2020). 

Mourshed et al. (2010) argue that changing one element is not enough, there needs to be a whole change to shift away from this. This is because over the years' student outcomes have fallen, this demonstrates that the delivery of education must improve for children, as they are at a disadvantage. In order for this to happen, the implementation of a new approach would have to be implemented, to improve children's development in the long term. OECD (2018) also supports this by stating that many new curriculums create an individual pedagogy where children and practitioners’ main focus is not to assess, instead to concentrate on the children’s individual development and needs. Taylor et al. (2015) critique the Foundation Phase (2015) forms of assessment as it is a trajectory to the children as it is very linear. The Foundation Phase (2015) should provide a variety of opportunities to children to support their holistic development. However, the New Curriculum by WG (2020) proposes to provide a balanced notion of children having different stages of learning. The New Curriculum by WG (2020) proposes to deliver a consistent framework, to encourage children to make deeper connections to support their development. This will be supported by a new method called progression steps, which will be embedded within the curriculum for each Area of Development. When practitioners are designing their curriculum, alongside the child’s interests, they must consider the child’s progression steps as it will become law once the curriculum has launched. Siraj and Kingston (2014) support this by stating that, progression steps will support the needs of the unique child as they can direct their learning and is based on their expectations and experiences, therefore the pace at which each child progresses will be different, and this will be acknowledged and respected. This supports children to engage in a deeper level of learning as they will reflect and repeat activities, which will consolidate their learning (Welsh Government, 2020). However, Priestley and Biesta (2013) argue that practitioners could find this challenging to implement within a new curriculum. Practitioners may experience a lack of confidence and experience after spending a long period in a prescriptive curriculum. Practitioners are now required to design their curriculum which is tailored to their children’s individual needs and interests. To ensure practitioners have adequate knowledge, Donaldson (2018) has ensured that the New Curriculum by WG (2020) will support them about the new assessment methods. 

There needs to be a whole change in approach and how practitioners support children’s learning, this is why Donaldson (2015) wrote successful futures, to create new reforms for Wales. In comparison to the Foundation Phase (2015) framework, The Reggio Emilia approach to learning by Malaguzzi (1993) supports children and views them as competent and able. According to Rinaldi (2006) practitioners facilitate children and focus on what they can do, rather than what they cannot. The practitioner is the third teacher who facilitates children to direct their learning, this encourages children to use their curiosity skills through first-hand experiential play. The Reggio approach supports the uniqueness of all children and respects the voice of the child to provide them with autonomy and confidence to make decisions. Practitioners need to trust children with their responsibilities, as this will build on their resilience by encouraging them to take more risks. Thus, supporting Article 12 of the UNCRC by UNICEF (1992) supports the right for children to voice their opinions and for their views to be respected. Turner and Wilson (2010) state that within the Reggio approach, they do not assess children, instead they document their learning, which provides opportunities for both practitioner and children to reflect on their learning and how it can be developed further. A more recent article written by McNally and Slutsky (2016) supports this stance, as they believe this promotes the idea of an emergent curriculum. Within the approach, practitioners document the children’s work to show respect. They also document what each child says, as this provides an insight into their thoughts. This was the original intention for the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum, but due to a lack of professional development, the practitioner is unable to progress the child’s learning further. This supports findings from Siraj and Kingston's (2014) report, which recognised tensions from practitioners within the curriculum in Wales. Practitioners within the Foundation Phase (2015) did not have the relevant knowledge to implement the curriculum effectively, to support children’s learning. 

However, Donaldson’s (2015) report suggests that this is one of the recommendations for the New Curriculum. It states that practitioners within the New Curriculum by WG (2020), will be encouraged to promote the children to discuss their learning and how it can be enhanced. This helps them to revisit a certain topic as they are looking back and thinking. This allows for sustained shared thinking to occur. This is an active approach to learning which is commonly used in the Reggio approach (Reggio Children, 2020). The New Curriculum by WG (2020) approach to assessment could facilitate this within the practice. As the purpose of assessment has been identified to support learning and assessment and not lead it.

According to Gardner and Jones (2016), within the Reggio approach, what children learn is based on their interests where they then create a project to expand their understanding of a topic. Edwards and Gandini (2015) agree by stating that the practitioner is also learning within this pedagogy, which provides opportunities for them to explore with the children, ensuring they can always respond to their questions and individual needs. According to, McNally and Slutsky (2016) this supports the relationship between practitioner and child as they are working together by participating in a certain topic together. This will build trust as the practitioner is respecting the needs and interests of the child, therefore an example of social constructivism between adult and child can be built. Thus, supports Vygotsky’s (1978) theory is he believed children require scaffolding from an adult to extend their learning as this effectively supports a child’s social constructivism.

Malaguzzi (1993) had written a poem called the ‘100 Languages of Children’, to convey the importance of respecting the unique child as they all develop an understanding in many ways. Thornton and Brunton (2014) support Malaguzzi’s (1993) theory as they state that, children need different ways to think and express their feelings. The approach has a strong sense of the competent child and their rights, rather than focussing on assessments. Practitioners within the Reggio approach have advanced professionalism to respond to children. They receive continued support and training to ensure they are proactive and engaging with the children. However, there are limitations to implementing elements of the Reggio Emilia approach within the New Curriculum by WG (2020) in Wales. One barrier to this is adult to child ratio and class sizes within the setting. Taylor et al. (2015) support this in the Evaluating Foundation Phase report, Recommendation 21 states that this needs to be implemented. However, due to budget complications within the Welsh Government (2020), this will be challenging to implement as the Reggio approach, requires a high number of practitioners present to ensure the implementation is being delivered at a high standard. 

Overall, practitioners were not given a clear explanation of the Foundation Phase (2015) during the pilot stage. This has led to misinterpretation as they have the wrong understanding, therefore providing a lack of consistency to the children (Siraj and Kingston, 2014). Due to this, Taylor et al. (2015) state that assessments have remained at the age and stage within the Foundation Phase (2015). However, when the New Curriculum by WG (2020), starts being implemented within settings, the assessment and pedagogy need to align with the new philosophies. There must be more support available to practitioners to change the pedagogy. They require more time and adequate support to underpin the philosophies of practice. However, Donaldson's (2015) Successful Futures report has proposed that the New Curriculum for Wales (2020) will provide a pedagogy for children where assessments are not the main driver, instead of the needs of the children.













Section 3  

Are the benefits of the outdoor environment recognised by practitioners within the Foundation Phase?

The benefits

The outdoors provides endless opportunities for children to engage in experiential play which supports their holistic development. This is supported in the Outdoor Learning Handbook by the Welsh Assembly Government (2009), which states that the outdoors should be a fundamental part of a child’s learning experience as it offers endless opportunities for children to be themselves, they have the freedom to run around and shout, which children cannot do inside. The outdoors stimulates a child’s learning as the environment is rich with natural resources, which encourages children to use their senses to engage in a deeper level of learning.

Despite all the benefits listed within the curriculum, which state that the outdoors is a valuable resource for a child’s development, why have practitioners within the Foundation Phase neglected the use of the outdoors in everyday practice? As an experienced Early Years practitioner, I have a strong passion for the outdoors and the natural beauty it provides. No matter the weather, come rain or shine, there is nothing I enjoy more than putting on my wellington boots and waterproofs and getting my hands dirty with the children. Whether this is making potions in the mud kitchen, going on mini-beast hunts, or building a den. During the five years of working in the field of early years education, I have never met a child who does not enjoy being outdoors, in fact, the children I care for would spend every minute of each day outside, I could not agree more with them. Therefore, why are some children not experiencing the many benefits that the outdoors has to offer? To put it in simple terms, it is due to negative attitudes portrayed by uneducated practitioners. In contrast to the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum, the approach to education in Scandinavia has an outstanding view on the outdoors which I respect and hold in high regard. According to Leather (2018), their approach supports the use of the outdoor environment as it is important for children and valued as essential for each part of their development. Leather (2018) also states that any form of bad weather should not affect their access to outdoor learning. I aim to share my passion with practitioners in Wales, as the outdoor environment within settings needs the recognition it deserves. 


Why is it not used in practice? 

According to Taylor et al. (2015), each non-maintained setting in Wales has invested an average of £3,500 on developing their outdoor environments. Therefore, practitioners cannot use the excuses that they do not have the resources required to support children’s development outside, because the Welsh Government (2020) has provided the funding. So why are some practitioners still denying children the access they deserve to the outdoor environment? Bilton and Waters' (2017) research suggests that several Foundation Phase by Welsh Government (2015) settings lack understanding of the benefits of the outdoors. Many practitioners view the outdoors as a reward for children which is known as ‘play time’, therefore some children are being denied access to this due to their behaviour. The outdoors should not be seen as an extra element, children should have the choice whether they want to be inside or outside, as stated in the ethos of the Foundation Phase (2015). This is disregarding the rights of the child, as according to Article 12 and 13 of the UNCRC by UNICEF (1992), all children have the right to express their thoughts and opinions and have them listened to. I have worked in many early years settings over the years, one being a Cylch Meithrin which followed the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum, during my time there I observed poor behaviours and attitudes of practitioners as they were not aware of the many benefits the outdoors has on children’s development. Practitioners viewed the outdoor environment as too dangerous for children, therefore too risky for them to experience it, resulting in the children rarely going outdoors. This needs to change.







 Promises from The New Curriculum for Wales 2022

This was one of the main drivers for reform as Donaldson (2015), proposes that the New Curriculum for Wales (2020) will create a greater emphasis on the use of the outdoors. The new pedagogy will require practitioners to attend adequate training to improve their knowledge of the new philosophies, to change their mindset. The training will support practitioners as it will build on their existing knowledge, by promoting the outdoors as a fundamental aspect of children’s development. From my experience of being outside with children, the benefits most definitely outweigh the risks, which enhances a child’s emotional resilience. Children will begin to learn from their mistakes, therefore in the future, they will be able to face any challenges with a strong mindset. The Welsh Government (2014) supports this by stating that practitioners should be passionate and enthusiastic about the outdoors, as the children will imitate this positive behaviour which is fundamental for their mental wellbeing. Louv's (2010) theory supports this as the outdoors has positive impacts on a child’s confidence and awareness. They will begin to develop and create a strong connection with the outdoors, which reduces the chance of children becoming stressed and anxious in adulthood. 

After reading this, I hope I have persuaded you to delve deeper into the outside world. Next time at your setting, instead of not allowing children outside, why not put your suitable outdoor clothing on and join in with the fun? All the evidence is stated within the ethos of the Foundation Phase (2015), why not put it to the test? It will not take you long to realise the positive benefits it has on your mental wellbeing, let alone how it impacts children. There is no better time than now to start gradually implementing these changes, especially with the launch of the New Curriculum by WG (2020) coming into force next year.  
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