This essay aims to critically evaluate strategies for promoting inclusivity within the foundation phase in Wales. Will evaluate the strategy of making reasonable adjustments for children with disabilities; Looking at the strategic role of the Welsh language with close attention to the validity of bilingual learning for children with disabilities; evaluate whether the foundation is helping the close the gap between attainment of children who are disadvantaged backgrounds and those who are not, as well as the attainment gap between children with and without disabilities; Take a closer look at strategies to include children who have English as a second language in the foundation phase, and assess how successful this has been in recent years; How the curriculum in the foundation is designed to incorporate play based learner which results in increased levels of inclusivity in a number of different areas; Access how the curriculum within the foundation phase has been designed to be adaptive in nature to all children’s needs; Finally will evaluate the strategy of encouraging families to be involved in each child’s learning journey. 

Within the foundation phase framework, it lays out the strategy to make reasonable adjustments where possible for children with disabilities, in order to enhance inclusivity as much as possible for these children. 

“Setting/schools should seek advice regarding reasonable adjustments, alternative/adapted activities and appropriate equipment and resources, which may be used to support the full participation of all children including those who use a means of communication other than speech.”(GOV, 2015, 3) 

Evidence points towards the foundation phase not effectively making adjustments for SEN children, with a wider gap in attainment within the foundation phase opening up, leading to SEN children having lower levels of inclusivity within activities, “For attainment in both mathematics and English (assessed in Year 2), the differential between children with and without special educational needs appears to have widened.” (Journal, 1) With higher staff to pupil ratios in foundation phase, one would expect the gap between SEN children and other children to be narrower. This is partly due to the lack of trained professionals within the foundation phase needed to deliver the foundation phase curriculum as intended, “…Previous research has consistently found that the positive impact of enhanced ratios (for all children, including those with special educational needs) is likely to be diminished when additional staff lack specific training or qualifications, as is the case for Foundation Phase settings.” (Journal, 1) Which point to a lack of skilled staff in the foundation phase in order to effectively deliver reasonable adjustments for children with disabilities. 
Welsh language plays a big role, in being part of the foundation phase in all schools in Wales being first language or second language schools, as all children in Wales have the right to learn Welsh as well as English, and both languages are learned to promote inclusivity for all.   There is an issue when it comes to inclusivity in bilingual learning with regards SEN children, as there are concern whether leaning through two language could lead to confusion and detrimental impact on ability to develop core skills. Six studies concluded into bilingual language learning for SEN children concluded, “…studies found that a substantial proportion of families had been advised not to raise their child with special educational needs bilingually, and some parents reported choosing to use more English because of their child's difficulties.” (Journal, 1) However some studies have suggested, 
“…development in children with special educational needs (mainly of children with Down's syndrome, autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) or specific speech and language impairments) suggest that there is no impact on first language development of being introduced to a second language”, (journal, 1)
 Research has not been carried out specifically relating to the issue in Wales, so accurate conclusions cannot be drawn at this point in time. Jean Ware shares this view stating, “Good quality research evidence is urgently needed to inform the debate on the issue of bilingual education for children with special educational needs…” (Journal, 1) Leaving questions as to whether including SEN children, within a bilingual education setting is the best option for that child’s ability to learn and develop appropriate skills. It is also important to emphasise that grouping all SEN children together in terms of struggling to learn in a bilingual nature is probably not appropriate, as learning difficulties vary significantly, and what is most appropriate for one SEN child, may not be as appropriate for another. 

Within the foundation phase action plan document, it states that the mian aim in regards inclusivity is, “….closing the achievement gap for children who experience various forms of disadvantage, inequality or vulnerability.” (GOV, 2016).  One of the strategies, implemented within the foundation phase, to help tackle this gap, is the ‘pupil deprivation grant’ which provides extra funding for disadvantaged children. An ESTYN’s report into the pupil deprivation grant express within their key findings, “In general the impact analysis finds that the gap between EFSM and non-FSM pupils has narrowed over the past five years…”.  However “The data analysed by the evaluation team to date (Davies et al., [ 2] ) show that inequalities in absenteeism and achievement have not been reduced following the implementation of the Foundation Phase.” (Journal, 1).

Within an article on the Bevan foundation website, which is a charity organisation for disadvantaged children, titled ‘closing the attainment gap’, it states, “..since the Labour Government massively increased education spending, the gap in achievement between rich and poor hasn’t seen a substantial change.” (Bevan, 2012)This validates the point that there is not conclusive evidence that increased funding will actually led to the attainment gap shrinking and thus leading to more inclusivity for these children. As there is often a number of social and environmental underlying issues, that affect the ability of disadvantaged children to learn.  The money received from the ‘pupil deprivation grant ‘for children in the foundation phase, could have a greater impact of children’s ability to learn and address some of the social and environmental issues facing children, by the following, “One possible solution to address this might include the development of mentors who work on a 1 to 1 basis with disadvantaged young people specifically helping them to cope, and succeed, at school.” (Bevan, 2012). The foundation phase strategic goal is address this gap through making sure all children are as fully included as possible no matter what background a child may have. One of the Welsh government’s main aims for the foundation phase it that it, “Provides scope for all children to reach their potential and take their full place in society on the basis of equal opportunities;” (UWTSD, 2005). One of the main strategic goals of the foundation phase is for the curriculum is adaptive in order to suit individual children needs, which is of critical importance to less advantage/ disabled children that need extra support in areas of weakness. Findings from an independent stocktake of the foundation phase by the university of London, carried out between 2013-2014, states,  “…the focus on the whole child within the Foundation Phase meant that teaching was personalised and support was targeted to individual needs such as language development…”. (IOU, 2014). 

In an increasingly ethnic diverse Wales, there has been an increase in children from all over the world needed to be provided for within the Welsh education system. Some of these children do not speak English sufficiently. So in order for these children to feel fully included with their classmates and teachers, extra support is needed in order to improve their literacy sufficiency.  “…learners may be accessing English/Welsh for the first time and will, therefore, require additional focused support to help them acquire appropriate literacy skills.” (GOV, 2015). 

This extents to adapting materials to meet their needs in order to ensure all learners needs are met. “Material should be provided that is appropriate to their ability, previous education and experience, and which extends their language development.”(GOV, 2015). 

Some evidence points towards this strategy being successful in terms of getting children up the level required in order to reach their potential in education in Wales and to feel fully included in the classroom environment. Within an ESTYN inspection report written about ‘Westbourne School’ in Penarth, a school which has a large number of English as an additional language children, states,  “EAL pupils quickly become confident orally in lessons and beyond.  Results in assessments of EAL pupils do not differ from those with first language English, in fact, they are often better.” (ESTYN, 2018) However this is an example of one school in Wales, so accurate conclusions of successful implementation of extra support for EAL children cannot be drawn. The way in which the foundation phase is structured through learning through play and experiences, makes English easier to learn for EAL children, leading to full inclusion and ability to communicate with classmates coming sooner, when compared to ks2 which currently has a more prescribed curriculum.  

Within Moorland Primary School in Splott, Cardiff, 38% of pupils are classified EAL. Ms Jenkins the head teacher thoughts on the foundation phase are as follows, “She is a big advocate of the Foundation Phase , whose learning through play mantra and focus on oral language development is perfect for younger pupils grappling with English for the first time.” (Wales Online, 2015). The foundation phase was designed to promote inclusion through EAL children being able to learn language through play. Tyke Talk expresses this view within their article regarding language and play, “Play is the way children learn new skills, and language is one of the most important skills that children learn while they play.” (Tyke Talk, 2019).

The foundation phase promotes a positive learning environment. One of the strategies adopted as part of the foundation phase is adapting the environment to suit children with special needs to feel fully included. Examples of this include catering to deaf children in Cogan primary school in Penarth, through teachers and children learning sign language in order to communicate, as well as incorporating leaning sign language as part of learning for all children in the class. “The school provides specific help to pupils with hearing difficulties, and encourage pupils and staff to use signing and other visual communication tools on a daily basis.” (ESTYN, 2018).  

The way in which the foundation phase incorporates play based learning is purposefully designed as a strategy to engage learners making learning fun and taking away the unenjoyable stigma of learning developed in children even from a young age. Within the foundation phase framework it echoes this statement, learning through play, “…makes learning more enjoyable and more effective.” (GOV, 2015).  Pupils now engage with the process of learning through play is something children aged 3-7 can relate to and not seen as learning, “…where schools had successfully implemented the Foundation Phase it observed higher levels of pupil involvement and wellbeing during their learning.” (Taylor, 2016)

The foundation phase is designed in such a way that it can be adapted to all learners needs, not having the traditional prescriptive nature of a curriculum, which gives teachers the scope to design lessons to suit learner’s needs. “As it was felt by many that traditionally children were introduced to a formal working environment too soon,  “ …‘teachers introduce formal learning too soon, before some pupils are ready’…” (Taylor, 2016). 

 It can be argued that the old way the curriculum was structured in the old Key stage 1 before the implantation of the foundation phase, was not fully inclusive of all pupils as some children lacked the skills to fully engage in formal learning activities. It was the opinion of some that children under achieved in the previous ks1 curriculum was an over emphasis on being able to read and write, when concentration levels and neuropathway connections where not developed to the required level to be able to achieve this, 
 ‘an over-emphasis on making children read and write, before they are ready to do so, can be counter-productive’ (2003, p. 11) with a risk that children will ‘lose both confidence and a love of learning’ (2003, p. 5).” (Taylor, 2016). 
The foundation phase is constructed based upon constructivist theories of learning, which harbours close attention to the needs of each individual child’s learning, having the effect of greater levels of inclusion from learning. At the centre of this strategy, children, “being an active participant in decision-making within schools and about their learning – and the assessment of their learning” (Taylor, 2016).

[bookmark: _GoBack] Along with adopting a strategy of experiential, developmental, play-based learning which is engaging and emphases learners’ curiosity. This being the learning strategy mentioned above which underpins the foundation phase, still has a strong emphasis on getting children to the required levels for the assessment at the end of the foundation phase which could be detrimental to children’s ability to develop at their own pace, “there remains a strong requirement for children to develop key skills or outcomes, particularly in literacy and numeracy, and by a certain age (i.e. at the end of the Foundation Phase).”  (Taylor, 2016).  To summarise it can be very difficult to have a child centred learning environment co-existing beside a need to raise children to the required level to achieve their potential in the end of foundation stage assessments. 

Another of the strategies which are at the core of the foundation phase is promoting the involvement of ‘family’ in children’s learning process. . “Foundation Phase practitioners should actively encourage the involvement of the wider ‘family’ in children’s education…” (IOU, 2014)  Thus leading to higher levels of inclusivity for children as well as their families. Also leading to children being able to build strong relationships with teachers and engage with classroom activities.  The way in which the curriculum is contracted in more inclusive for parents as they can relate to it more than the old KS1 prescriptive curriculum, “…experiential and playful nature of the curriculum appeared to be more accessible to parents…” (IOU, 2014).  However as every family has different dynamics, each child may not benefit equally, with some children needing more support within the school environment to make up for that lacking at home. 
In conclusion the evidence is pointing towards the foundation phase not making enough reasonable adjustments for children with disabilities. Leading to underachievement and lack of inclusivity for these children, this being said the challenges for catering for all these children in a time when budgets are squeezed, is very difficult and most schools are doing the best with what resources they currently have available, so more funding in this area could be a solution to address this issue. There is also strong evidence that bilingual learners may be detrimental to children with disabilities development and ability to learn. However more research is needed in this area, and needs to be specific to Wales. Also each child’s disability is different so some children may benefit from learning bilingually and in the case of other it could be detrimental. The strategic goal for the foundation phase to bridge the attainment gap between disadvantaged children and those who are not, is widely regarded as not hitting the mark, as well as in the case of SEN children.  In my option this issue could be addressed with more 1 to 1 help and guidance for learners at this key age where core skills are developed. Inclusion is suffering in this area as a result. 
The strategies adopted for inclusion of children, where English is a second language are widely regarded as successful, but again results vary in different areas of Wales. Children being able to communicate in the classroom is essential to a child’s learning and progression, so in my opinion this should be a priority for the Welsh government, so inclusion can be enhanced for these children. Learning through play has led to more children feeling included, the evidence for this lies with lower absence rates within the foundation phase, and teachers/ ESTYN, noticing pupils are more engaged than they were previously in the old KS1 prescribed  curriculum. Overall children are more included through a less prescribed curriculum, where learners are able to progress at their own pace. However this can be a difficult environment to create when there are tests for children at the end of the foundation phase. Evidence shows families being involved in children’s learning process can help children’s development and higher levels of inclusion from all parties involved. However this is not the case for all children, so adapting approaches which suit each individual child is key. 
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