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Section 1
The current statutory curriculum within Wales is the Foundation Phase, which was introduced in 2010 (Welsh Government, 2015a). Furthermore, the Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2008) explains one of the main aims of the Foundation Phase curriculum, is to view the individual child and their learning holistically. After the roll out of the Foundation Phase, an independent evaluation of the Foundation Phase commenced in 2011, taken over a three-year period (Taylor et al., 2015). Furthermore, an independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase was produced by the Welsh Government (2013a), which aims to understand how well the Foundation Phase is being implemented across Wales and make recommendations for improvements.
Within the Foundation Phase evaluation, Taylor et al. (2015) found that within 41 schools, those who have a greater use of the Foundation Phase values observed elevated pupil participation, in their own learning and greater levels of pupil wellbeing. A positive outcome from the evaluation, a well-planned curriculum recognises children’s well-being and creating an engaging curriculum actively involving children in their learning, as noted in the Welsh Government (2015a) Foundation Phase Framework. However, Maynard et al. (2013) explained how initially the Foundation Phase framework is conflicting in underpinning principles and no clear explanation for practitioners, on how to apply the Foundation Phase within schools. 
According to Biggeri and Santi (2012) providing the foundations of a pedagogy, which involves children’s active participation helps to strengthen well-being and empower them through to adulthood. However, Taylor et al. (2015) noted that children’s active participation and decisions in their own learning, was more frequently observed in younger classes than older. Furthermore, Taylor et al. (2015) recommends that teachers need further training on implementing the Foundation Phase, particularly in older classes. A lack of children’s active participation could be due to an adult misconception, of understanding what child participation means within planning and being involved in their own learning, to which Percy-Smith (2010) explains is a regular confusion. Similarly, this concept of confusion and clear agreed view between staff is noted within the independent stocktake by the Welsh Government (2013a), after a variation was found across Wales with the delivery of the Foundation Phase. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2013a) stocktake identified that more training was needed for staff across Wales, to feel confident about the principles of the Foundation Phase. The Welsh Government (2013a) recommends that compulsory training should be in place for every person in maintained and non-maintained settings, with clear links to practice and theory. Within the new curriculum, Donaldson (2015) explains how the essence of personalised learning for children relies solely on adult and children’s interactions to work. If staff do not feel confident in how to create a learning environment which involves children’s views for participatory learning, an inconsistency may be evident.
A theoretical framework which has influenced children’s participation within education, is Shier’s (2001) model of Pathways to participation. Shier’s (2001) model incorporates five levels of participation, where it is the adult’s role of commitment to enable children to participate in their education and learning (Kangas, 2016). Kangas (2016) explains that the first step of Shier’s (2001) model is children are listened to, the second is adults supporting children’s views and opinion, the third is children’s views are considered and adult knowledge of how these are considered, the fourth step is children being involved in the decision process within education and the final step is that children should be able to share power and responsibility, with adults for decision making. These steps of Shier’s (2001) model places primary responsibility on the adults within children’s education, to ensure children are included in planning and creating an education, which is one main aims of the Welsh Government’s (2015a) Foundation Phase Framework. Recognising the importance of child participation in planning and creating their own learning, Donaldson (2015) explains within the new Curriculum for Wales, collaboratively working with teachers and children can help develop children’s metacognitive skills enabling them to talk about their ideas and experiences, allowing them to be active participants of their learning. Donaldson (2015) provides extensive information on how practitioners can help support children to participate and notes the benefits, to children including increased confidence. This can help practitioners to understand the value of children participating in their own learning, which was not clear within the Welsh Government (2015a) Foundation Phase Framework. 
Like Shier’s (2001) model in terms of recognising the importance of children’s participation within education, the UNCRC has influenced initiatives within curriculums to actively involve children in their learning and planning processes, as one of children’s listed rights (Unicef, no date). However, in a study by Shaik (2021) who introduced Shier’s (2001) model into a university of student teachers in South Africa, found that although student teachers were open to listening to the views and decisions of children, there were not enough opportunities within their training on how to do so. A recommendation within the Welsh Government (2013a) stocktake, recognises strengthened partnerships are needed with Initial Teacher Training programmes and newly qualified teachers, to ensure consistency of awareness of applying the principles of the Foundation Phase within practice. 
Furthermore, Taylor et al. (2015) explained within the evaluation of the Foundation Phase, that only fifty percent of teachers were making significant efforts to involve children in planning and learning. Additionally, Taylor et al. (2015) reported that one fifth of teachers reported making consistent efforts in including children in lesson planning, however more concerningly, one quarter of teachers interviewed made little or no effort in including children’s participation in lesson planning. However, Kränzl-Nagl and Zartler (2010) explains regularly taking views of children and decisions within schools, can help to develop children’s self-esteem, social skills and increased respect towards others around them. Despite this, Taylor et al. (2015) explained that teachers did not include children in lesson planning, due to seeing no value in it or there was not enough time. This shows a lack of understanding by teachers, of the value of including children in lesson planning and active participants in their learning. However, within the new proposed curriculum for Wales Donaldson (2015) explains how good teaching and learning, encourages children to take control of their own learning.
Within the Foundation Phase evaluation, Taylor et al. (2015) generally discussed how teachers were happy with how the Foundation Phase framework was implemented. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2015) independent stock take added that within the initial roll out of the framework, teachers expressed that the curriculum was more supportive of children’s learning as a play-based pedagogy. However, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2006) found a decline in standards within the second year of implementation of the Foundation Phase pilot and attributed one of the causes, as a lack of understanding of play. Within the Welsh Government (2015a) Foundation Phase framework, emphasis of children learning through play is evident throughout with the Foundation Phase being a play-based curriculum. Furthermore, Waters (2016) notes that the Foundation Phase requires teachers to take an active role in supporting children’s play. However, Maynard et al. (2013) found further difficulties with the implementation of the Foundation Phase curriculum, including tensions between understanding a play-based pedagogy and demanding developmental outcomes. Similarly, research by Lynch (2015) looked at early years classrooms in America after noting play within classrooms is on a decline, the research found pressures on teachers from other teachers, curriculum and school policies to focus on academic targets meant that play was being limited. The Welsh Government (2013a) identified this documented concern within the independent stocktake, explaining that a tension is seen in the Foundation Phase between the play-based pedagogy, which is underpinned by structured developmental outcomes, particularly in years one and two. Furthermore, within the Foundation Phase evaluation Taylor et al. (2015) explains how teachers are appearing to misunderstand the balance needed between structure and play, consequently leading to teachers creating a more structured and formal way of learning, to avoid a drop in academic achievements. Within the new Curriculum for Wales Donaldson (2015) recognises the pressures of a curriculum, which is underpinned by developmental outcomes and proposes a shift away from these set age developmental outcomes by progression being signalled, in a number of steps of continuous learning over the years. As a result, pressures of achieving developmental outcomes could diminish and therefore a rise in play-based learning environments may be seen.
Research (Pyle and Danniels, 2016; Wallerstedt and Pramling, 2012) has identified numerous definitions of play within the academic community, causing difficulties in finding an appropriate definition of play for the education sector. Furthermore, Lillard et al. (2013) found that educators are reluctant to define play in terms of learning and question the usefulness of play, to support academic learning in classrooms. Despite this evidenced confusion about play within classrooms, the Welsh Government (2015a) rolled out its first play-based curriculum in Wales. Furthermore, Vu et al. (2012) found there was a lack of training on play for educators, which has resulted in teachers being told that play was important for learning but have not been shown how to apply it in classrooms. Within the independent stocktake, the Welsh Government (2013a) recommend making improvements through training with teachers in delivering a play-based pedagogy. Furthermore, talking about the new curriculum proposed for Wales, Williams (2020) explains how the Welsh government will continue to support teachers professional learning, adding that six inset days have been planned for teachers as part of the curriculum implementation. 
Extensive research (Han et al., 2010) has been noted on the benefits of play to children’s learning. More specifically, research (Roskos and Christie, 2013; Roskos et al., 2010) has indicated that play can provide the foundations for children’s literacy development. Similarly, Lourenco (2012) explains how Piaget’s developmental stage theory theorised how an environment which is rich in play experiences for children, increases the chances of better schemas learnt from experiences. However, the Welsh Government (2013a) discussed within the independent stock take, that when the Foundation Phase was initially rolled out many schools had misconceptions about learning through play and how to structure the environment to support the learning through play, which consequently lead to a chaotic environment within the classroom. Recommendations from within the Foundation Phase evaluation by Taylor et al. (2015) included providing increased opportunities for staff to ensure good knowledge of how to structure the environment, for learning through play. An increased understanding for staff on how to structure a play environment, is an aspect which needs to be considered for the implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015). Within the new Curriculum for Wales Donaldson (2015) currently still incorporates the underpinnings of the Foundation Phase, regarding the importance of play for children’s learning, however without addressing the findings of the Foundation Phase evaluation (Taylor et al., 2015) and the independent stock take (Welsh Government, 2013) about the lack of knowledge and understandings for children’s play, these problems could potentially follow within the new curriculum.






Section 2
Currently within Wales, the Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum for all three- to seven-year-olds (Welsh Government, 2015a). Within the Foundation Phase, the Welsh Government (no date) explains an assessment tool called The Foundation Phase Profile, is used to support assessment when starting the Foundation Phase up to the end of year two. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2017) explains how the profile’s core aim is to provide a baseline assessment, which is supported by end of phase outcomes. The Welsh Government (2017) explains to assess each of the areas of learning within the Foundation Phase, practitioners can use a range of evidence to establish and record where children are at developmentally in a series of skill ladders. According to the Welsh Government (2015b) through using a scoring method and age guidelines for each outcome, practitioners can produce an outcome score for each area of learning.
According to Maynard et al. (2013) the Foundation Phase framework (Welsh Government, 2015a), is underpinned by constructivist theories of learning by creating a clear focus on the individual child and emphasis on play to facilitate learning. However, Taylor et al. (2016) explains how the Foundation Phase strays away from the core underpinnings of the curriculum, in that there is still a requirement for children need to develop key skills or outcomes, particularly for literacy and numeracy by a certain age. Nevertheless, in a study by Weiland and Yoshikawa (2013) which looked at early years’ programs and curriculum in the US, which placed emphasis on literacy, language and mathematical outcomes concluded that higher levels of academic achievements and higher quality provision were evident, than children who did not participate in a programme which did not use developmental outcomes. Furthermore, Sharman et al. (2015) explains how assessing children based on age and developmental outcomes, helps to give teachers an understanding of what stage children are at with learning to identify areas which need more focus however, it is important to take into consideration that all children learn at their own pace and each individual child is different. This statement by Sharman et al. (2015) recognises that an assessment type based on the age of the child and their outcomes, can consequently take away focus of how learning paces can differ from each child. Furthermore, Ladwig and McPherson (2017) found in a study of interviewed teachers in Australia, the age and stage models are frequently used to understand children’s ability to help shape a pedagogy. However, Ladwig (2010) argued that using the model in this way to judge a child’s ability and place them in a ranking system, does not value the importance of the individual child. Using the age-stage related models can take away the consideration of getting the ‘whole picture’ of the child, including influences and their background. This contrasts with principles of Bronfenbrenner’s (1974) Ecological Systems Theory, the first level called the microsystem considers immediate relationships and contact with the child, including teachers and parents and how the child can be influenced by their immediate environment.
However, Taylor et al. (2016) discusses that even though the underpinnings of the Foundation Phase focus on individuality and diversity of the child, there remains a strong requirement for children to develop key skills and reach outcomes. Moreover, in an evaluation on the Foundation Phase, Waldron et al. (2014) found that more adult-led teaching was taking place in schools, taking away the vision of the child at the centre of learning, with teachers too afraid to move away from more traditional formal ways of teaching due to the pressures of achieving academic outcomes, particularly in literacy and numeracy. However, research (Sylva et al., 2010; Siraj, 2015) has noted how an effective early years’ curriculum incorporates child-initiated learning, with the support of adult and child conversations to help to construct knowledge and sustained shared thinking. It is also notable that the language and literacy area of learning, are of focus of the Welsh Government’s (2008) National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) for ages 5 to 14 years old. Taylor et al. (2016) explains how significantly, the LNF’s introduction of annual assessments in literacy and numeracy coincided with the Foundation Phase years 1 and 2. Although, the Welsh Government (2013b) recognised that each child learns at a different pace. However, contradicting the recognition of all children learn at different rates, the LNF (Welsh Government, 2013b) makes use of an age-stage model, where teachers are needed to compare the child’s ability and skills to their expected age outcome. In contrast, the Welsh Government (2015a) explain how the Foundation Phase creates a more holistic approach rather than age and stage models. With the overlap of the LNF and the Foundation Phase in years 1 and 2 this can create confusion and contradiction.
Recognising the concerns of the apparent weaknesses of the Foundation Phase framework, Donaldson (2015) explains how a change is needed within the present curriculum and assessment processes, as part of the new proposed curriculum for Wales. Furthermore, Mourshed et al. (2010) deliberates that to implement a curriculum reform adequately, changes to the pedagogy must be made. Similarly, the OECD (2018) Learning Framework 2030 is a project which aims to look at what knowledge and skills, will be needed for children in adulthood and how the new curriculum sits into the 2030 project. The OECD (2018) discusses how changing one aspect of a curriculum will not be effective and therefore, all aspects of the curriculum will need to change too. Consequently, this would mean a need for change with the current inspection process too.
Currently within Wales, all schools are inspected by Estyn at least once during a seven-year period from 2016 (Estyn, 2020). Furthermore, Estyn (2017) explains how a common inspection framework is followed during the inspection, which includes inspection areas and aspects such as looking at the schools’ overall progress, quality of teaching and the progress of developmental outcomes within each school. Within the new curriculum for Wales, the Welsh Government (2020) explains due to the change of assessment for children, new evaluation and improvement arrangements are proposed in a form of self-evaluation, which will encourage schools to reflect on their implementation of the new curriculum and identify if any developments are needed, in teaching and learning. Due to this change, Estyn will need to change their inspection process to fit in with the new changes within the curriculum. In a research study by Freddano and Siri (2012) concluded that for schools, self-evaluation was an effective way to improve quality of provision, however, teachers showed a lack of skills to be able to self-evaluate without focused training on how to self-evaluate within schools, therefore the process will not work effectively. However, Bezzi (2009) discusses how self-evaluation within schools is effective, if it is done in collaboration with external evaluation, due to the added value of school improvement that external evaluations bring. Supportive to this, Donaldson (2015) explains that Estyn will need to adjust their current inspection programme, including taking on a more supportive role for schools whilst ensuring that schools’ performance is not being affected. These evident changes to the assessment and inspection process proposed within the new curriculum, could mean that the current Foundation Phase is not working as effectively as it should.
Referring to the Foundation Phase, Donaldson (2015) supports that the current assessment process is complex and time consuming for staff, who currently need to accommodate all curriculum expectations, a task which could be simplified if expectations were taken and assimilated at a single point. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2020) state within the new curriculum for Wales, that assessment within schools should not be used to make judgement, on an individual based on their achievements by age or a set point at time, a contrast to the assessment process within the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015a).
To attempt to simplify and refocus the individual child and the assessment process, the Welsh Government (2019) explains judgements will no longer be made on a child’s progress in an area of learning based on age, instead progression steps will be used to allow teachers to decide if learners are progressing with their learning. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2018) emphasises that learning should be a journey and each child will progress at a different rate, allowing flexibility for children to move back and forth within the progression steps. However, within the Donaldson (2015) report on the new curriculum, there is no clear method of assessment currently for teachers. 
Research by Sinnema et al. (2020) on the curriculum reform within Wales, has found notable similarities between the new curriculum and New Zealand’s Te Whariki curriculum, including the move away from developmental milestones and refocusing the child at the centre of learning. However, in a review of the implementation of the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zealand, the Education Review Office (2013) found that there was an inconsistency implementing the curriculum across schools and teachers were struggling implementing the principles, assessing outcomes and evaluating the effectiveness of the curriculum. 
Although, the Education Review Office. (2016) noted how their assessment for learning principles were effective and working within schools. Within the Te Whariki curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2017) assessment aims to find out what children can do, what they are interested in and how they are progressing. These principles show similarities with the proposed assessment arrangements within the new curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015). Although as previously discussed, the new proposed curriculum within Wales has no clear method of assessment. Within the Te Whariki curriculum a method of assessment used is learning stories. Alexander (no date) explains that a learning story is a record of what a teacher has observed, whilst children are participating in day-to-day activities within the setting.  It becomes a learning story when the adult adds their interpretation of what skills may have been learnt, during the observation (Alexander, no date). 
In an article by Grindheim et al. (2010) emphasis on how the use of learning stories, highlight the children as active learners and that learning outcomes can be observed in all children’s activities, was noted. Furthermore, Carr (2011) discussed how the learning story method encourages children, to reflect on their learning and encourage individuality with a focus that every child is unique. These positive attributes of the learning stories, align with the underpinnings of assessment within the new curriculum, including the need for learners to take part in their assessment process through self-reflection (Donaldson, 2015). However, the use of learning stories did not come without criticisms by researchers such as Saddler (2010), who found that learning stories only offer limited learning outcomes through the observations from teachers. Similarly, Zhang (2016) claimed that the learning story approach, can be superficial and is not an adequate approach to explore all potential interpretations of what is observed. In addition, researchers (Zhang, 2016; Moritz et al., 2012) have found that the learning story approach was too time-consuming within practice. If learning stories were to be embedded into the new curriculum in Wales, these criticisms would need to be taken into consideration. Further criticisms are linked to incorporating the learning stories method in Germany, though, Muller and Zipperle (2011) explain this is because the learning story approach did not align with Germany’s current curriculum. However, the underpinnings of the Te Whariki curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2017) and the new curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015) concepts are similar.







Section 3
Are teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and lack of knowledge barriers to maximising the use of the outdoor environment for learning in schools?
Using the outdoor environment in education for learning is not a new perspective (Davies and Hamilton, 2016). Early years pioneers such as Froebel and Steiner, first endorsed the benefits of outdoor learning for children’s development (Bilton, 2014). Further research (Waite, 2011) suggests that the indoor classroom alone is not an adequate way of educating children. Identifying the benefits of outdoor learning for children, the UK has transformed their curriculums over the last decade, placing great emphasis on the outdoor environment to support children’s learning (Davies and Hamilton, 2016). More specifically, Wales implemented the Foundation Phase in 2010, to which the Welsh Government (2015a) regularly considered the outdoors as a resource to enhance and support children’s learning.  
International research (Bilton, 2010; Davis, 2010; Gray and Martin, 2012) supported the need for the outdoor environment, to be incorporated into education within the early years. More specifically research (Selhub and Logan, 2012; Barton et al., 2015) has found benefits of the outdoor environment for health, brain function, developmental outcomes and well-being for young children. The Department for Education and Skills (2017) explains how the outdoor environment provides a more engaging environment for play and learning for children, whilst incorporating areas of learning within the outdoor experience. Furthermore, the outdoor environment provides more opportunities for learning than indoor classrooms (White, 2011).
Despite the noted benefits of the outdoor environment, recent evidence (Ernst and Tornabene, 2012) has found that children are spending less time outdoors and growing up without experiences of nature. According to Natural England (2009) around 30 to 40 years ago 40% of children had experiences of nature and outdoors for learning, however, this has declined to less than 10% of children having the same outdoor experiences. Moreover, Larson et al. (2011) found that the outdoor environments were being used more on the weekends than on weekdays. A concerning finding, due to most children being in educational settings on weekdays. Therefore, it is important to understand teachers’ perceptions on the outdoor environment, as a resource for supporting children’s development within schools.
After the implementation of the Foundation Phase in Wales, in 2014 an evaluation developed by Waldron et al. (2014) who found that of all the underpinnings of the Foundation Phase, the use of the outdoors in schools was most inconsistent. More specifically, Taylor et al. (2015) discussed how 75% of practitioners interviewed in the Foundation Phase, reported using the outdoors two or three times a week, whereas only 34% of practitioners reported using the outdoors every day. Although, the Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2009) emphasises within the Foundation Phase, that the outdoor environment is the ideal learning environment for experimental learning and enhances all aspect of children’s development. So, what aspects stopping children from using the outdoor environment, everyday within schools to support their learning?
Chakravarthi (2009) suggests how teachers’ beliefs and attitudes, towards outdoor learning can affect the use of how much the outdoor environment is being used for learning. Similarly, Dowdell et al. (2011) discusses that to make outdoor learning enjoyable and effective, the environment must be advocated by teachers. According to Kernan (2010) children enjoyed being outdoors, when adults are relaxed and showed the same enjoyment outdoors. Notably, teachers’ outdoor beliefs and attitudes, could stem from their own or lack of early childhood experiences in the outdoors (Blanchet-Cohen and Elliott, 2011). Therefore, if teachers did not have many outdoor experiences in early childhood, their beliefs and values towards outdoor learning will not be evident in adulthood. This notion is supported by Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, which maintains that social experiences influence the methods to thinking and knowledge.
Although, in a study by McClintic and Petty (2015) they found that teachers recognised the importance of the outdoors, they did not have the necessary knowledge about outdoor learning and no apparent incentive to promote it. Furthermore, Bentsen et al. (2010) noted that teachers had little confidence and experience in how to use the outdoor environment, to support outdoor learning. In a study by Bilton (2018) who aimed to find out about teachers’ beliefs on outdoor learning, found that teachers had little or no training on how to incorporate education into the outdoor environment. This research suggests that the lack of teacher training, is a barrier to maximising the use of the outdoor environment in schools. Similarly, a lack of training that teachers have received on outdoor learning, was identified in the Foundation Phase evaluation where Taylor et al. (2015) put forward a recommendation, for a need of more training and guidance for teachers on how to use the outdoors effectively. 
Further research (Ernst, 2014) on beliefs and attitudes of teachers on the outdoors, noted that weather conditions and lack of time were perceived barriers by teachers. However, encouraging the use of the outdoors in all weather conditions within the Foundation Phase, the Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2009) emphasises that practitioners should use the uncertainty and changes of the weather, as an opportunity for children to learn about the world around them. Despite this, within the Foundation Phase evaluation, Taylor et al. (2015) explained when asked, practitioners explained that outdoor learning opportunities were dependant on the weather. A missed learning opportunity for children to learn about seasons and weather changes. However, Edwards-Jones et al. (2018) argued if teachers had enough confidence on how to use the outdoors as a learning environment, teachers would have more confidence on how to structure the environment in all weathers. 
To conclude, even though outdoor learning is incorporated into curriculums internationally, barriers to using the outdoors as a learning environment persist. Teachers’ beliefs and attitudes were found to be one of many barriers, to using the outdoors more often. Although, more notably the lack of training teachers have received on outdoor learning, has been evident throughout research and could change teacher perceptions of the outdoors.
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