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Part 1 

According to Waters (2016), when the National Assembly for Wales was established in 1999 education in Wales was became the responsibility of the Welsh Government. This led to the development and implementation of the Foundation Phase for 3–7-year-olds. In the early years, it was found that an “overly formal approach” (Waters, 2016, p. 2) to education could be damaging to young children and therefore the Foundation Phase was designed to be play-based and centred around experiential learning.
Ken Robinson (RSA, 2010) proclaims that education needs to change with the times and should be constantly evolving. It is crucial that children are supported to become life-long learners and prepare for them for jobs that do not exist yet. Educating children should set them up for the future job market which also benefits the economy.  According to Esteves (2021) jobs that are most in-demand now were scarce a decade ago, demonstrating a huge shift in the job market. Donaldson (2015) recognised that the job market is rapidly changing and that children should be supported by a curriculum that enables them to gain the skills required to be life-long learners and set them up for a successful future, as demonstrated in the four purposes of the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020b).
 
A study by Waldron, Rhys and Taylor (2014) demonstrates disparity of practice between schools, classes and year groups, with outdoor learning demonstrating the most disparity of all parts of the Foundation Phase. It was also noted that practice within the areas of learning were inconsistent across the board. Outdoor learning is one of the key pedagogical principles of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2016). NDNA (no date) states that access to outdoor learning should occur daily. Despite this, according to Waldron, Rhys and Taylor (2014), observations highlighted that children had fewer opportunities for learning outdoors, continuous provision, opportunities for making choices and physical activity as they get older and move through the Foundation Phase. It is suggested that this could be due to staff ideas and approaches to the Foundation Phase with adult-led provision dominating over child-led opportunities. Despite this, approximately three quarters of teachers gave children opportunities to contribute to planning which shows an awareness of a child-centred approach. However, although practitioners recognised the Foundation Phase as being practical, experiential, and centred around play, with the introduction of the year 2 tests, the majority of schools reverted back to formal teaching of numeracy and literacy with the belief that this would promote better outcomes, but this does not reflect the ethos of the Foundation Phase.  

Thomas (2018) states that documents provided to practitioners in the Foundation Phase link the underpinning of the Foundation Phase to Vygotsky and Piaget’s theories. Theories by Vygotsky and Piaget differ significantly. Vygotsky’s theory was that children learn through social interactions, be that with other children or adults (Thomas, 2018), with language and interactions a key component to learning (Babakr, Mohamedamin and Kakamad 2019). Within this theory, Vygotsky viewed play as imitating something that has been experienced or witnessed as opposed to using imagination (Thomas, 2018). Whereas Piaget believed that children learn more from working on their own with inanimate objects (Babakr, Mohamedamin and Kakamad 2019) and repeating activities to deepen their understanding (Thomas, 2018).  Thomas (2018) states that Piaget focusses on age related developmental stages. This links to The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) which demonstrates the age-related skills that children are expected to achieve.
Babakr, Mohamedamin and Kakamad (2019) states that Piaget’s theory focuses on age-related developmental stages and developed this theory by observing children. However, Piaget was selective over the children he used for his research, mainly his own children. Piaget has therefore been accused of sampling bias in his research methodology. More recently, his theory on age-related developmental stages have been scrutinised with some professionals in the field believing that he has overestimated and underestimated certain aspects. This suggests that these two contrasting theories possibly led to inconsistencies in the way practitioner approached the implementation of the Foundation Phase.

The Foundation Phase recognised the importance of adults in education by improving the ratios of adults to children which came at a significant financial cost. In addition to this, more training was required (Taylor, Rhys, Waldron, 2016). In 2012 to 2013 training accounted for 7% of the Foundation Phase’s financial costs (Taylor et al., 2015). However, with such a focus on ratios, it is feared that the quality of staff may have been overlooked. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) suggest that the money spent on having more practitioners could have been spent on having fewer staff with higher qualifications.
Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) found that roles for teachers and support staff vary. Teachers are more likely to carry out focussed teaching activities whilst other staff support outdoor learning, experiential, play-based learning and continuous provision. The least observed area of the Foundation Phase, according to Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016), is enhanced provision despite the Foundation Phase action plan, according to NDNA (no date), stating that staff should have a more active role at enhanced provision level. The role of the adult is to ‘play alongside’ (NDNA, no date) children when accessing continuous and enhanced provision whereas focussed activities are directed by the adult. This suggests that with focussed, enhanced and continuous activities taking place alongside each other, there needs to be adults supporting each area.
As higher qualified practitioners (teachers) are more likely to carry out the focused teaching, this shows that some stakeholders place less value on the continuous provision, enhanced provision and outdoor learning (Welsh Government, 2014). This suggests that some practitioners are not carrying out their role in supporting all areas aspects equally as the Foundation Phase intends which links to Siraj’s statement that the role of the adult needs to be clear, implying that the message about the role of the practitioner within the Foundation Phase has been ambiguous. Similarly, the stocktake of the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al., 2015) recommends training for practitioners around applying the pedagogies of the Foundation Phase and provide clarity around the types of provision and “Child-initiated, practitioner-initiated and practitioner-directed activities” (Taylor et al., 2015, pp. 113). Schools in Finland, which scores highly the PISA results according to The Guardian (2015), have staff who have a high level of qualifications gained through quality training that allows time for teachers to gain the skills and knowledge required to deliver an excellent standard of education to the children they support. The European Commission (2021) also states that even non-teachers working in education and care are required to have high qualifications. This demonstrates the Finnish governments commitment to education and their recognition of the importance of staff having a high standard of knowledge and skills. Furthermore, it demonstrates the link between high quality practitioners and learner’s attainment.  This echoes the ‘Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project’ by Sylva et al. (2004).
 
In the key findings of the EPPE project, Sylva et al. (2004) expresses a strong correlation between learners’ attainment and settings with practitioners who have higher qualifications. However, practitioners need to have the relevant qualifications and training. This includes having a good understanding of child development and curriculum. Similarly, Moss (2016) believes that quality needs to be defined in relation to the subject in question. Moss would therefore agree that the quality of practitioners in educational settings depends on the specific requirements of the curriculum they work within.

According to Siraj (Welsh Government, 2014) the level of training of practitioners relates to the level of success in implementing the Foundation Phase and its pedagogies.  It was highlighted that Foundation Phase training for practitioners was not consistent and concerns were raised regarding the content and standards of training. Siraj also found that not all practitioners had access to the training. To improve the Foundation Phase, it was recommended that headteachers, leaders and those in an inspectorate role require guidance and training and that this is not limited to those working directly with children in the setting.  Similarly, when discussing the implementation of the new curriculum for Wales, Andreas Sleicher (Eduskills OECD, 2020) stresses that all stakeholders need professional learning throughout to establish a clear, shared vision to promote cohesive approach to the implementation of the new Curriculum, this includes school leaders. This is something that may have been lost in the implementation of the Foundation phase.
 
Moving forward, the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020a) recognises that children’s learning is not linear and that everyone learns differently. Donaldson (2015) has recognised that transition between key stages have a negative impact on children’s progress. This is seen in the new curriculum for Wales which includes children from ages 3 to 16 and demonstrates the importance a one philosophy for all approach, suggesting that Donaldson recognises that a clear approach will bring learners more success. The progression steps demonstrate this as they flow from nursery to year 11. Rather than having specific age-related expected outcomes, the new progression steps demonstrate milestones towards children deepening their learning whilst working towards the four core purposes of the new curriculum. To implement the new curriculum successfully Donaldson stresses the importance of training practitioners and allowing teachers time to prepare. 

The Childcare, Play and Early Years Workforce Plan (Welsh Government, 2017) recognises that high quality provision in the early years supports greater attainment in later years. The quality of provision largely depends on the skills and knowledge of the practitioners within the setting. Practitioners’ professional development is therefore essential for improving standards and this plan aims to provide accessible and flexible training for practitioners, centred around standards and practice, aims to support progression. For example, those in maintained settings in Wales will use Personal Learning Passports to support professional development to help deliver the curriculum. Similarly, the ‘Professional standards for assisting teaching’ (Welsh Government, 2020) outline the key qualities that are viewed by the Welsh Government as contributing to exemplary practice. The standards for teaching and leadership and the standards for support staff are in place for both new and existing
practitioners. An independent evaluation of these standards is currently taking
place and will influence standards in the future. 

As times change and the world develops, the way children are educated must change too in order to support and prepare them in a changing world with a future that is unknown. Wales has demonstrated how they aim to do this through the new curriculum, but research clearly shows that practitioners need to be well informed and have sufficient training in order to successfully roll out the new curriculum for Wales. Practitioners need to understand what the ethos and underpinnings of the curriculum are to provide consistency across the board. The role and essential qualities of practitioners are clear in the professional standards and professional development must be supported. 



Part 2

The purpose of assessments is to give practitioners an insight into a child’s understanding and progress. Observations and note-taking enable practitioners to reflect and prepare ways to support learning and make continual improvements (Bowman et al., 2001; cited in Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2005).

Franco (2020) states that it is widely known that Finland do not assess young children, yet they are rated highly in the Pisa assessments. However, these assessments are not carried out in every country and only demonstrate a snapshot of the knowledge of the children within a country, meaning that the rankings are only based on what children are tested on in those countries as children cannot be assessed on everything. Schliecher (2014; cited in Franco, 2020) asserts that the benefits of the PISA results help countries learn from each other to build upon and continually improve practice. Similarly, one of the main aims of assessment is to learn from the children, reflect and plan to improve.

The Te Whariki Curriculum (Te Whariki Online, no date) and the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2017a) both use assessments to establish children’s knowledge, determine their next steps in their learning journey and highlights any areas that require extra support. They both state that assessments are used to identify children’s interests. Similarly, Early Years Matters (no date) assert that observing children playing allows the practitioner to learn more about the individual and their interests. This links to the Successful Futures report (Donaldson, 2015) which focuses on the unique child and aims to provide a curriculum that allows learners to build upon their existing knowledge through their interests, emphasising the importance of understanding the individual child. Furthermore, Donaldson stipulates that learning comes from enjoyment and therefore one of the principles of a curriculum should be that it is engaging.

The Welsh Government (2017a) states that when a child begins reception in the Foundation Phase, the Foundation Phase Profile assessments are carried out as a baseline. The assessments comprise of two components, the compact profile, used as an initial assessment in reception and the full profile used to track children’s progress through the Foundation Phase and the areas of learning. These statutory assessments, which are in line with the outcomes expected at the end of the Foundation Phase, provided practitioners with the information needed to make informed decisions about how best to support learners.  

The Foundation Phase Profiles (Welsh Government 2017a) almost act as a checklist focussing heavily on Literacy, Language and Communication and the Mathematics areas of learning. The skills ladder shows limited assessment in children’s wellbeing. Considering Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Bates, 2016), children need to have their needs met before they can progress and realise their full potential. For example, children need to build positive relationships with others in the setting. It could therefore be argued that wellbeing is crucial to children’s development and therefore this should also be considered in assessments. Having said that, the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale helps assess well-being (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015) and one might view this as a way of making up for the lack of assessment of emotional well-being in the Foundation Phase Profiles. The SSTEW scale is used across the United Kingdom and is aimed at supporting the development of a range of skills including emotional well-being. However, this scale is only targeted at children ages 2 to 5 year olds. 

Based on observing children in play, learning stories are used as a form of assessment in the Te Whariki curriculum. Learning stories allow children to showcase a range of skills including collaboration, communication, negotiation, concentration, problem solving and sustained shared thinking (Educational Leadership Project Ltd., 2019). The Foundation Phase Profiles (Welsh Government, 2017a) assess for similar skills, however, the forms supplied to record the assessment does not allow for detailed observations and analysis as shown in the learning stories (Educational Leadership Project Ltd., 2019a). Furthermore, the involvement of families and the contribution they make towards the assessments allows the practitioner to gain a deeper understanding of the unique child in order to provide improved, tailored support (Educational Leadership Project Ltd., 2019b). One might question the fairness of some assessments which do not showcase a child’s skills and knowledge in the best possible way.

McLachlan (2018) recognises that each child is unique, and that learning is not linear; children take different routes to reach certain achievements, demonstrating their own unique strengths along the way. Learning stories in the Te Whariki curriculum should not be a snapshot of what a child can do but rather a continual assessment following their learning journey. Whilst the strengths of learners need to be observed, by solely focussing on their strengths practitioners could miss areas that require additional support, therefore an understanding of child development is crucial. However, Perkins (2013) states that despite learning stories being commonly used in New Zealands Te Whariki curriculum, practitioners were not always using them effectively to demonstrate a true picture of the child, often due to lack of skills in the analysis of learning stories. This emphasises the importance of practitioners requiring skills in observing and assessing to fully understand the child as an individual to build on their strengths and support any areas that require support.

Furthermore, children learn more effectively if they are immersed in an activity which demonstrates the importance of providing provision that children will enjoy. Smidt (2015) asserts that children demonstrate great concentration during play which allows the observing practitioner to gain a true insight into the child’s interests. This demonstrates the importance of the role of the practitioner in ensuring children have suitable, and sufficient, play opportunities.

According to Palaiologou (2019) different resources support different activities and play types which suggests that resources play a role in what behaviours or skills children will exhibit. This demonstrates the role of the adult in providing suitable resources and the importance of competent practitioners who are able to recognise what a child needs. Formoshinho and Pascal (2017) would agree the previous observations inform the practitioner what the child’s interests are and this helps them provide appropriate resources. Every observation provides the practitioner with a deeper understanding of the child, therefore enabling the practitioner to continually deliver an environment that provides children with opportunities to promote holistic development, particularly in nurturing creativity and decision making, encouraging social interactions and communication. This links to Vygotsky’s theory that learning is a social process (Babakr, Mohamedamin and Kakamad 2019; Thomas, 2018) and Donaldson (2015) who advocates children’s holistic development and supports creative and social learning.

The stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales recommended the implementation of a profile as a method of assessment based on the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF) (Welsh Government, 2014). This led to the introduction of the Foundation Phase Profiles in 2015 (Welsh Government, 2016a), although, Siraj (2014; cited in Waters, 2016a) recognised that practitioners would need training in tracking learners progress through observations and that this training would be required across the workforce. 

The evaluation of the Foundation Phase (Taylor et al. 2015) states that in the early days of the Foundation Phase the statutory Child Development Assessment Profiles that were in place were withdrawn following Siraj-Blatchford’s review. They were found to be time-consuming and deemed overly detailed and did not align with the Foundation Phase Outcomes. In comparison, the Foundation Phase Profiles (Welsh Government, 2017a) link to the Foundation Phase outcomes which provide greater clarity around what practitioners need to do to support learners in reaching these outcomes. 

Neaum (2016) recognised that learning is complex and that assessments should acknowledge this to demonstrate children’s depth of learning. Tick box assessments demonstrate only a snapshot of children’s learning and therefore need to be more advanced.  Practitioners also benefit from observing children and increase their understanding of child development. Neaum (2016) recognised that learning stories provide a continuing narrative, following the children along their learning journey and would agree that the Foundation Phase Profiles did not support this. 

Furthermore, Neaum (2016) warns that vital information about a child can be overlooked if the practitioner is over-immersed in gathering information purely to check if developmental outcomes are being met. Wendy Lee (Educational Leadership Project Ltd, 2019a) asserts that a checklist assessment does not view the learners as capable and that this dated way of assessing focuses on deficit. It could therefore be argued that the checklist style of the Foundation Phase Profiles encourages practitioners to focus on the things a child cannot do rather than celebrate the things a child has accomplished and can do. 

A crucial element of a new curriculum is a new assessment to change old methods and inform new practice to support the aims and principles of the new curriculum, according to Lee (Educational Leadership Project Ltd. 2019). Without this, old means of assessment would be used which only delivers old curriculum. This was recognised in the deisgn of the Te Whariki curriculum. One of the main ambitions of the Te Whariki curriculum is to celebrate children as confident and competent learners (Educational Leadership Project Ltd., 2019), which links to the new curriculum for Wales’s four purposes (Welsh Government, 2015a). Assessments should support this. When discussing a learning story (Educational Leadership Project, Ltd., 2019b), Lee highlights that children who use English as an additional language, in settings that use English as the dominant language, may use more depth when telling a story in their first language. This suggests that children should be given opportunities to use their own language to showcase their skills and knowledge in the best possible way. However, not all settings have staff who can speak the first language of the children they support.

The new curriculum for Wales allows schools to choose assessments that showcase a child’s talents. The assessments should also allow practitioners to use the assessments as a way to find out how they can help the child develop on their current skills, knowledge and understanding in order to progress through the progression steps of the new curriculum; using assessments to inform planning (Welsh Government, 2020f). 

The previous assessments in Wales, the Foundation Phase Profiles, arguably did not demonstrate children’s strengths and show the learner as a unique child with a wide range of talents but more often highlighted children’s deficits. In comparison, learning stories, when analysed, showcase the range of skills and qualities a child has that make them unique and the involvement of families extends this assessment and gives the practitioner a greater understanding of the child which, in turn, informs planning to support children in building on their knowledge, understanding and skills. The new curriculum for Wales allows schools to carry out assessments that provide a rounded view of the individual child that will inform planning and allow practitioners to provide the best support to the unique children in their setting.
Part 3 - Blog

Outdoor learning, natural loose parts and the curriculum in Wales.

Outdoor play and learning have the potential to promote children’s development more effectively than indoor learning (Flannigan and Dietze, 2017). It was Froebel’s belief that the outdoor environment supports children’s freedom to explore, play, be creative and connect with nature (Tovey, 2020). With nature being at the core of his approach to teaching and learning, Froebel (1782-1852) recognised that the natural outdoor environment supports learning through play (Bruce, 2012). 

Nicholson (1971) also believed that the outdoor environment has a positive impact on children’s development and that it supports children to experiment, discover and investigate which has a positive impact on learning. In the 1960’s some organisations did not back the use of loose parts in outdoor play and judged it simply as being disorderly. However, Nicholson (1971) advocated the use of loose parts for the open-ended possibilities and learning potential they afford. Compared to the indoors, the outdoor environment offers a more suitable space for children to move freely and move resources (Ryder Richardson, 2013).

Loose parts, natural or otherwise, provide children with open-ended play opportunities and promotes curiosity. Unlike toys that have limited intended uses, loose parts are non-descript and have multiple uses which are determined in the moment by the child. This freedom allows children to explore, experiment, be creative and use their own ideas and imagination. Loose parts can be manipulated to the child’s advantage during play and used however they see fit. An example of this would be using a stick to dig with and even changing its use to a sword in imaginative and dramatic play. This demonstrates how loose parts enhance outdoor learning and play (Flannigan and Dietze, 2017).

In more recent years, changes in curriculum have acknowledged the benefits the outdoor environment offers and this is shown in the shift towards outdoor learning in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009; NDNA, no date); a curriculum centred around play-based learning (Wainwright et al., 2016) which, arguably, emulates Froebel’s approach (Bruce, 2012).

The pedagogical underpinnings of the Foundation Phase, as identified by Taylor et al. (2015) in the evaluation of the Foundation Phase, included allowing children to initiate learning activities, explore, undertake first-hand and practical experiences, learn outdoors, and undertake physical activities.

The Foundation Phase for Wales has recognised the learning potential the outdoor environment offers. However, learning outdoors does not simply mean taking work outside. It is about using what the natural environment offers to support learning and development. For example, natural resources, including natural loose parts, come at no cost yet deliver rich, first-hand learning experiences (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009) and support a variety of elements of the current Foundation Phase. For example, the skills laid out in the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) include counting objects and sorting items by criteria which one might agree could be supported through the use of loose parts in the outdoor environment.

Flannigan and Dietze (2017) observed children collecting loose parts and sorting them whilst playing which demonstrates how children can learn through child-initiated play, independent of adults. Similarly, the Knowledge and Understanding of the World area of learning (Welsh Government, 2015) states children will be able to identify materials that are natural and made, which, arguably, can only be developed through first-hand experiences of both types of materials. 

Besides curriculum-based development, loose parts provide opportunities for children to advance their fine and gross motor skills. By using, moving, manipulating, and putting loose parts together children use and develop their motor skills and physical skills (England, 2019). 

The ‘Further Steps Outside’ guidance by the Welsh Government (2014a) supports the use of loose parts, such as boxes, blankets and pegs for activities such as den making. It states that such resources support boys in advancing their skills in communication and motivates girls to participate in construction. However, Flannigan and Dietze’s (2017) observations during their research demonstrate little difference in play behaviours between genders. Although boys were seen to participate in play that involved rough behaviours and the use of weapons, boys also took part in play activities that are, typically, gender stereotyped as being for girls. 

Flannigan and Dietze’s (2017) research also identified that children exhibited increased participation during outdoor play using loose parts in comparison to the indoor environment where resources were not open-ended. Their observations found that the use of loose parts in the outdoor environment provided opportunities for children to work together to achieve shared goals and gave them freedom to use natural resources in various ways, allowing for dramatic and imaginative play. Children were seen to undertake role play, assess risk, take turns and problem solving.

A vital role of the adult is to provide opportunities and resources to advance children’s learning and development. This can be done by observing children playing to gauge what their interests and needs are (Nicholson, 1971).  When children enjoy and become immersed in a play activity, they demonstrate greater levels concentration (Smidt, 2015). Part of Froebel’s approach was to base planning on observations of children (Bruce, 2011). One could therefore argue that observations are vital so that adults can provide resources and opportunities that children will enjoy and maintain interest in learning whilst being happy and content.

Froebel (Early Education, no date) believed that the natural environment promotes positive physical and mental health and well-being. More recently, Donaldson’s (2015) successful futures report highlights the importance of the school environment in supporting positive physical and mental health and well-being. The health and well-being area of learning and experience promotes physical and mental health and overall well-being (Welsh Government, 2020d). Physical health and well-being can be supported through outdoor experiences (Welsh Government, 2020e).

Outdoor learning promotes all areas of learning and experience and the four purposes that underpin the new curriculum for Wales; in particular, the use of the natural environment is fundamental in supporting the ethical informed citizens element. The new curriculum for Wales recognises outdoor learning as supporting children’s health and well-being (Nature Days, no date). 

The new curriculum for Wales, through the humanities area of learning and experience, encourages children to develop a great appreciation for the natural world (Welsh Government, 2020c). The natural environment provides free loose parts which support open-ended play and help children advance a multitude of skills. This links back to Froebel who recognised that loose parts played a part in creating artworks. He believed that resources and materials did not need to be purchased items that served a certain purpose but resources that could be manipulated and reworked into something new whilst encouraging children to think creatively. These items could be sourced at no cost (Bruce, 2021). 

One might agree that the natural environment offers free, sustainable resources that provide endless enjoyable learning opportunities that encourage children to use their creativity and imagination, bringing them closer to nature, whilst supporting both the Foundation Phase and the new curriculum for Wales.
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