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Section 1
In 2010, Wales introduced the Foundation Phase curriculum for all 3-7year olds, which radically changed the way in which practitioners educated children, as it moved from competency-based learning to play based learning where practitioners encourage children to be creative and imaginative as it is believed this makes learning more effective and enjoyable. The aim was to develop children holistically and build on the skills and knowledge that they have previously learnt (Welsh Government 2015a and Welsh Government 2015b). 
Play-based learning is not a new trend, it has been recognised by many educational theorists, such as Piaget as he believed that children learn by being actively involved in their environment and gain knowledge through exploration. Similarly, Vygotsky believes that children should learn through play too, but believes the role of the adult to be important so that learning can take place effectively. Vygotsky believes that adults need to be able to identify what a child can do and what they need help with and how they can help them (Taylor and Boyer 2019 and Welsh Government 2014a).
According to the Welsh Government (2014a) document, research was also undertaken into international philosophies and practices, such as the Reggio Emilia and the Te Whariki approach, the Scandinavian style early years and High Scope practices in the USA. The Welsh Government suggested that the Foundation Phase uses different elements of each approach in the new curriculum.
In 2014 an independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase was undertaken by the Welsh Government to find out how well the framework was being implemented. The findings were varied but acknowledged that the change of working is complex and takes time. The good and excellent settings were effectively putting the framework in place. Educators had clear views on what was needed, planned well, and adjusted their practices to the children. The review recognised that children’s attitude to learning changed, especially boys as they responded more and engaged in the environments (Welsh Government 2014b). However, research that Power et al. (2018) has undertaken says that although the Foundation Phase ethos has improved wellbeing and learning in Wales, it has not been affective for all children. Power et al. (2018) believes that the attainment gap between girls and boys has increased and that children from poorer communities are more likely to have narrower range of experiences as teachers focused on teaching basic skills and have less expectations of pupils. 
The Welsh Government (2014b) acknowledged that the Foundation phase has not worked well in all settings, as some showed a lack of understanding of the theory and research into the Foundation Phase principles, educators struggled to understand how the children learn through play, which then affected the level of opportunities for the children. In poor maintained schools the limited knowledge led to the Foundation Phase being implemented, but led to classrooms becoming chaotic as the children did what they wanted, so the staff went back to the old ways of teaching to raise the standards (Welsh Government 2014b). This is acknowledged in the research conducted by Walsh, McGinness and Sproule (2019) as they found the teachers who conducted play-based teaching had three competing pedagogical mindsets as they move from the more formal way of teaching. The teachers who didn’t participate in play lacked the understanding and preferred to watch the children which risked the level of learning, then there were teachers who were sceptical about the approach and were concerned about the learning outcomes rather than the process of learning, which led to them reverting to the old way. Lastly you had teachers who were appropriately participating in the children’s play which led to fun, exciting and challenging activities for the children to learn from.  Research by Hakkarainen et al. (2013) concurs with this and concluded that teachers have not had the training to allow for play-based learning, which will restrict them understanding the value of allowing time for children to let them into their play.
The Welsh Government (2014b) set out recommendations to help support the settings that struggled, such as sharing practices of good and excellent settings, however an article by Martin (2016) suggests that since the coalition schools are now competing against each other as they try to increase the number of pupils they have, which has led to less collaboration between schools. 
The  Welsh Government (2014b) also suggested that providing training for educators which is bespoke but underpins the theory and research that the foundation phase has, will demonstrate how it can work for their settings too. The training needs to acknowledge the importance of quality early education and how their role as an educator in the children’s play is important for learning to take place (Welsh Government 2014b). Waters (2016) agrees that educators need to understand the importance of how to support and extend children’s play as they conduct the Foundation Phase. 
The Welsh Government (2016) action plan also acknowledges the importance of educators knowing how to effectively support and enhance children’s learning outcomes and believe that professional development is the most effective way to develop teaching and learning.
Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) carried out research into the Foundation Phase and acknowledged the levels of staff that were employed to carry out the programme and found that doubling the staffing levels into schools did not have the effect that is should, as the qualified teachers spent more time involved in indoor teaching, whilst the additional practitioners were the ones engaging in the child-centred, continuous outdoor learning, which they acknowledge to be the least observed form of provision in the classroom. As discussed in Welsh Government (2014b), Taylor, Rhys, and Waldron (2016) also found that new staff need to be trained in the Foundation Phase so that they understand the pedagogies of the curriculum, as teachers and practitioners who have carried out training are more likely to implement the pedagogies. 
The Welsh Government (2015b) published the final report in the three-year evaluation of the Foundation Phase, and it concludes that the Foundation Phase has led to overall improvement in the education of children and has supported their wellbeing, which could potentially lead to greater progression in the future. However, it does have recommendations which are like the Welsh Government (2014b) document. Several of the recommendations link to training of educators and how they can balance elements of the Foundation phase, such as how children learn through play, how to develop continuous and enhanced provision and how to approach child or practitioner initiated, or practitioner led activities. The Welsh Government (2015b) document also recommends training on observation and assessment, the use of the outdoors as a learning environment and the role of the adult in play. However, a report by Ofsted suggests that teachers struggled to find time to conduct additional professional development due to their ever-increasing workloads and have noted that not all training opportunities are positive (Gov UK 2023). 
The Welsh Government (2023a) have made progress into tackling staff workloads and have developed a workload impact assessment to ensure that new policies that are put in place take into consideration teachers’ workloads. There is also progress being made to a digital tool which will allow head teachers to evidence causes of workloads. Lastly, the Welsh Government have collaborated with practitioners and unions to develop a flexible process where practitioners take responsibility for their own professional development and grants will be provided to support this. In September this year, a new professional learning area will be available on the Hwb, this will provide high quality professional learning resources.
In 2015 Donaldson undertook an independent review on the curriculum and assessment in Wales. Donaldson visited schools and heard positive things from teachers regarding the Foundation Phase, however they felt that they would like more control on what they teach and said that the curriculum and assessment were not working to support children’s learning. The children told Donaldson that their technology and their digital skills were outdated and wanted lessons in life skills and activities that support their confidence and wellbeing, as well as the this they wanted activities that were fun and interesting to them rather than lessons in passing assessments. So, to address the issues with the Foundation phase and with the views of everyone involved a new curriculum was co-constructed that has fours purposes that will enable children to become ambitious capable learners, enterprising and creative contributors, ethical and informed citizens, and healthy and confident individuals (Donaldson 2015). 
Children in non-maintained settings have their own curriculum which has been developed to support children at the beginning of their journey into learning. It is hoped that this curriculum will aspire children with a positive learning experience which will provide a firm foundation in realising the four purposes (Welsh Government 2022a).
For school settings, each school will be able to develop its own curriculum which will link to the four purposes as an aspiration for every child (Hwb 2021). Learning should be continuous so there are now going to be progression steps that will allow children time to develop their skills at their own pace (Donaldson 2015). The teaching methods of the new curriculum need to be adapted, so educators need to use their professional judgement and skills to decide the best way forward and it is hoped that this method of teaching will allow children to become curious and enthusiastic about learning (Donalson 2015). 
The new curriculum has been introduced since September 2022, but the Pisa rankings show that Wales had the lowest scoring in maths, science and reading in the UK in 2016 (Wightwick 2016) and in 2018 were still the lowest performing country in the UK, but they were improving (Wightwick 2018). Yet recent Pisa tests show that Wales has fallen to the lowest level ever in maths, science and reading since the Covid pandemic (Lewis 2023). 
In summary, the Foundation phase curriculum set the foundation for educators in play-based learning, and the lessons learnt from the implementation will enable the continuation of this type of learning to take place, however only time will tell if this form of education will work.
Section 2
Early Years Matters (2023) describe a unique child as someone who is constantly learning at their own pace and in their own individual way. In allowing a child to learn this way enables them to build on their resilience, capabilities, confidence and enables them to become self-assured. If a child is recognised in this way, they feel valued and respected. Froebel Trust (no date) agree and believe that every child is unique and the starting point to learning should be through observing what children can do rather than what they cannot. Children should be valued for who they are and the efforts that they make.
The Welsh curriculum has undergone a transformation over the last few years and a new curriculum was introduced in 2010 called the Foundation Phase. This framework recognised that children acquire and develop skills at different rates and believed that allowing children time to practise these newly leant skills enables them to develop at their own pace, which supports the unique child (Welsh Government 2015c).
The Welsh Government developed a document called the Foundation phase profile, which was designed to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which lined up with health professionals and enables the early identification of any ALN OR SEN needs that children may have. The aim of the profile was to support practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic way of learning (Welsh Government 2017).
The profile was to be used as a baseline for children starting at school and was to go through with them to the end of Year 2. Observations of the children were to be taken unobtrusively in the first 6 weeks of the child being in reception, this would then formulate the baseline assessment for the child. It was believed that an observational baseline rather than tests followed the pedagogy and helped practitioners to understand children’s learning styles and interests as well as their developmental stages (Welsh Government 2017).
Observations played a key part in the Foundation Phase profile as through observations practitioners could gather evidence on what the children have learnt and if needed provide more opportunities to progress further. Observations were to be taken when children played outdoors too as it was recognised that children react differently outdoors. Activities were a mix of child and practitioner led and there would be no need to set up activities as the environment should be providing continuous enhanced learning opportunities in both indoors and outdoors. The practitioner needed to be able to observe each child to establish their stage of development and plan according to meet their needs, so that at the end of their time in the Foundation Phase the child would have mastered the skills needed across a broad and balanced curriculum (Welsh Government 2017).
The Welsh Government (2017) did not provide set ways in which evidence could be recorded for the child and Estyn gave no view on the exact number of observations and recordings either. 
Research conducted by Wainwright et al. (2016) concluded that the schools they studied were implementing the Foundation Phase through play-based learning and had a balance of child and adult led activities and used the outdoors too, which in turn developed the children’s motivation, independence and active approach to learning, making it successful. Furthermore, a research project was commissioned by the Welsh Government (2022b) to examine how assessment worked using the Foundation Phase framework. The results showed that the assessment did align with the pedagogical principles in most cases and enabled practitioners to gather a good account of children’s abilities and identify the next steps for them, however some areas were more challenging to observe, and it became too time consuming to complete and practitioners felt that it was not tailored to the individual learner. This was acknowledged by some schools as they did not use the Foundation Phase profile beyond the reception class, as they used other systems which better suited their needs and the child’s. Additionally this is the same response that Fauser (no date) got when he asked two professionals whether they felt assessments were appropriate and both had different views, one said that they were beneficial as it enabled them to know the skills children have, so they can plan provision accordingly, where as the other professional disagreed and said that observations through play enable you to determine children’s capabilities, likes and dislikes rather than using a tick box assessment as this takes up a lot of time where you could be playing with the children. Neaum (2019) agrees that observing through play rather than purely against development norms enables the practitioner to enhance their professional development, as they can see the richness in the children’s play.
These disagreeing views and issues of it being time consuming and not individualised for the child, correspond to the new curriculum introduced in 2022. The new curriculum focuses more on the needs of the child and values their individuality and has provided an assessment format that enables practitioners to stop using the time-consuming tick box assessment and allows assessment to be conducted in a more holistic way, whilst the children play and interact in their environments. 
The new curriculum was formulated by practitioners in the field and focuses on each child being unique and recognises that language, identity, background, ability, prior learning, and the support that they will need will depend on circumstances (Welsh Government 2022a).
For assessments to take place, the non-maintained curriculum states that you need enabling adults, engaging experiences and effective environments to allow for authentic and purposeful learning to take place, once this is in place practitioners should be able to document the children’s strengths, ways in which they learn and the next steps. Assessments if conducted correctly can inform practitioners of what they can do to support individual children, reflect on the child’s progress, and enable them to reflect on their practices (Welsh Government 2023b).
The non-maintained setting assessment uses five development pathways which enable cross curricular skills to be practiced. Opportunities for children to have space and freedom to consolidate what they have learnt is crucial so that they can revisit and refine these skills over time (Welsh Government 2023b).
The assessments are not to be a tick box exercise that is rushed, as this could have an adverse effect on learning and development. Children should be given time to consolidate and extend their learning before assessments take place (Welsh Government 2023b).
Welsh Government (2023b) offer several ways in which practitioners can log observations from learning stories to short annotations. It is the role of the staff to notice, analyse and respond to the ways in which children learn and choose the method that suits them. 
According to Hughes and Lewis’ (2020) research they believe that current curriculum reform in Wales allows for schools to have more freedom to develop pedagogical approaches that meet the needs of the children, however the research shows that although teachers valued the reform, they valued the support packages provided too as they feel that they are frequently being provided with new initiatives and made to adapt practices with little time to gain knowledge in what to do. Additionally, research carried out by the Welsh Government (2021) acknowledged that senior leaders had concerns in how the assessments will change in their settings and what they are required to do to plan their own individual assessment format, which is a concern as the leaders need to be guiding the practitioners to the correct practice. 
Titley et al. (2020) research acknowledges the transition that Wales is undergoing with regards to assessment. Previous target-based assessments are now being changed into more flexible assessments and less formal allowing the overall needs of the child to be met (Donaldson 2015 and Welsh Government 2022a). Titley et al. (2020) research shows that it is hard for teachers to envisage and has caused scepticism into how the new curriculum and assessment can be put into place and how it will form a more rounded approach for the children.
Another issue to note according to Power et al. (2020) is that significant investment is needed to ensure that disadvantaged children receive the same curriculum experience that advantaged children have, to enable them to have the ‘successful future’ as stated by Donaldson (2015). Power et al. (2020) also believes that the new curriculum will become more expensive to provide for too, as you are required to produce enhanced and enchanting experiences for the children as well as ensuring training is conducted by teachers implementing the new curriculum. Additionally, Power et al. (2020) believes that there is also a risk with the removal of the formal assessments as it may lead to disadvantaged students missing academic context needed to gain more knowledge. 
Chapman (2020) also says that the implementation of the new curriculum needs to acknowledge the difficulties facing schools in rural areas, as they have additional issues that could arise, such as staffing as teachers may need to access specific training during school hours which would lead to additional costs for cover and possible travel expenses. This research shows that even though each setting will face its own challenges, the ability for them to create their own bespoke curriculum is in line with the aspirations of the new curriculum.
To conclude, the new curriculum and assessment for Wales has considered the unique child throughout the process, and only time will tell if it is implemented correctly and allows for children to learn in their own way and pace.

Section 3
Why does the curriculum in Wales value outdoor play?
In recent years the curriculum in Wales has changed significantly, it has moved from a competency based National Curriculum to a curriculum that wants children to have engaging and purposeful opportunities to allow them to choose how they learn, and the outdoors is recognised as an important factor in this type of learning.
Previously the use of outdoors in schools were for ‘play time’, where children met up with their friends whilst on their lunchbreak in a concrete playground. However, theorists since the eighteenth century have recognised the importance of outdoor learning, Friedrich Froebel believed that giving children the opportunity to have freedom and space to explore, enables them to have an all-round development. Froebel Trust | Children and nature 
The new curriculum for Wales acknowledges this too and believes that being outdoors supports the children’s physical, social, emotional, and spiritual development as well as developing their self-esteem.
Learning through Landscapes (2023) say that the Welsh Government believe that outdoor learning has the potential to develop cross curricular skills as they play in the outdoors. It helps to develop children’s imagination and curiosity and allows them to gain empathy for the environment. Outdoors also allows children to take risks and this enables them to develop resilience and confidence. 
The non maintained curriculum believes that providing children with authentic learning experiences outdoors enables children to learn through their senses, which helps them to relax and encourages interactions as they take in the world around them. The non-maintained setting curriculum believe outdoor spaces should provide a rich and diverse environment for children, to allow for purposeful learning to take place which will naturally develop the children’s curiosity, creativity, and imagination. A curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (gov.wales).
Bento and Dias (2012) say that children must have the opportunities for outdoor play to allow them to not be constantly controlled by adults and believe that people have lost a quality of life. Bento and Dias (2012) believe that education has a significant role to play in ensuring that children remain connected to the world.
How do children and parents view the outdoors?
A study by the RSPB found that only 21% of children were connected to nature and said that parent’s feelings were that it is dangerous and dirty. Research has shown that there is a decline in contact with the outdoors of modern children as they prefer to stay inside, which is showing to have an impact on health, education, and behaviour (McGarth 2013). 
Research conducted by Garden (2022) acknowledges that there is a rise in Forest Schools, which has been seen due to the overuse of digital technology and children’s disengagement with nature. Children nowadays are having more of an ‘indoor life’. Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic contributed to children staying indoors and restricting access to their peers, which enabled children to have more time on digital technology as their parents struggled with the complexities of the pandemic. 
Kandemir and Sevimli-Celik (2021) also acknowledged that parental concerns over weather, hygiene and the safety of their children limited the access that children had in the outdoors in schools, which demonstrates the need for mutual collaboration and communication between the practitioners and parents to ensure that they are aware of the policies and procedures that are in place to ensure the safety of their children and so that they can see the benefits of outdoor play.
Research by Waite et al. (2021) say that children from disadvantaged backgrounds have several barriers which limit their access to outdoors whilst not attending schools, such as cost of activities and transport, lack of awareness of what is available, fear of the unknown and limited green spaces and safety issues. This leads to children staying indoors more and not having the same opportunities as others with more financial stability.
As we know, all children are different, so some children may not feel this way about outdoors, as research conducted by White (2020) says given the choice outdoors is where children would choose to play, so we must ensure that the rights of the child are at the forefront of our minds. Children are taught their rights in school and having the opportunity to leisure, play and culture is Article 31 of the UNCRC (UNICEF no date).
This could become a challenge that schools face as they try to accommodate for children’s differing views on outdoor play.
Do practitioners feel this way too?
The role of the adult is integral to the children’s learning, environment and experiences and the curriculum for the non-maintained settings say that for play-based learning to take place, it is the job of the adult to observe the children as they play, so that they can see what their interests are and plan future learning experiences. The adult’s need to ensure that time is given for repetition to allow for the skills to be mastered and used throughout their learning. 
However according to research by Davies and Hamilton (2018) outdoors is not valued by teachers as a teaching environment and they are more focused on ensuring that the children are achieving the targets that are set by the Government inside the classroom. 
Bilton (2020) research showed that practitioners who valued the outdoor environment as an extension to learning had a positive experience as a child, so how can we develop this for these practitioners and ensure that children in our care value outdoors too, so that this does not continue to happen?
What can we do to support people in outdoor spaces?
As someone who loves the outdoors, I believe that training into the value of the outdoors will enable the practitioners to understand the opportunities that this can provide for the children. The new curriculum gives children the opportunity to thrive in these environments and gives children who may not have the space or opportunity at home to experience the natural world and what it has to offer. Outdoors is also good for your well-being and being stuck inside all day is not good for anyone’s mental health, so let us all join together and see the fun and potential that outdoors can bring.
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