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Section 1 

The Foundation Phase was developed as a beneficial curriculum that used this theory to create a play-based approach to learning that encourages experimental and developmental learning through a child-led approach (WISERD, 2015). WAG (2008) agrees that the Foundation Phase curriculum is based on a child-led approach, however, there does still need to be a balance of child-initiated activities and those guided by adults to allow the essential ‘shared and sustained thinking’. WJE (2015) suggests that experimental learning is the main priorities of the Foundation Phase curriculum. Fung and Cheng (2011) state that play has been proven as a successful type of pedagogy in the Early Years. Maynard and Chicken (2010) explain that the Foundation Phase curriculum explored Reggio Emilia’s play-based philosophy where this was embedded into this curriculum. Waters et.al (2011) agrees with this as they believe that the principle behind the Foundation Phase curriculum is Reggio Emilia’s thoughts and ideas. Reggio Emilia Approach (2019) explains that Reggio Emilia described the role of play in learning as an essential factor, where children should use child led, child directed and experimental learning through play. Shabani (2010) states that Vygotsky’s disagrees with this child led approach as Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development explains that for children to reach their full potential, they need that support by practitioners. Jiang and Perkins (2013) highlights that Bruner’s constructivist theory explains that children are capable of learning themselves just like Reggio Emilia stated, however, they do need the support of practitioners but it is not as key as Vygotsky thought. Welsh Government agree and state that although Reggio Emilia’s philosophy is followed in the Foundation Phase curriculum, it is essential to have a balance between structured learning through child initiated activities and those guided by practitioners.

Donaldson (2015) expresses how beneficial the Foundation Phase curriculum is as it is one of the ‘best things’ of Welsh education and a ‘very real strength’. Bennett et al. (1997) agrees that it in theory should be successful as using this play-based pedagogy allows the children to have the chance to choose their own activities which results in the whole experience being more meaningful and memorable. Welsh Government (2015) explains that although the Foundation Phase is ensuring children have a better chance of achieving high in the future and has increased pupil attendance, there are some aspects of the curriculum that has not been a success. This is due to not enough training and guidance being implemented (especially in Years one and two), not enough encouragement of the involvement of parents and careers, and not enough funding and support especially with non-maintained nurseries. Welsh Government (2014) suggest that this funding and support issue could have caused a variability of implementation across Wales with maintained nurseries tending to give a higher standard delivery of the curriculum over the non-maintained settings. However, OECD (2012) suggest that it is an international problem to create a system where you have a constantly high standard of practice in all settings across the country where there is no mixed and variable quality of practice. MacDonald (2018) explains that these difficulties in support and implementation could be broken down into the layers of influence on the pedagogy that mirrors Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. This image is included below.
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WJE (2015) believes that one of the reasons why the Foundation Phase was not implemented properly was because the training and guidance that was given didn’t include enough theoretical underpinning which caused mixed quality of practice across the country. Maynard, et al. (2013) agrees with the lack of certainty in the training and guidance but believes that the problem was that practitioners did not understand key terminology that was not made clear to them early on or even when this was picked up on later on when the Welsh education was fully dedicated to the Foundation Phase curriculum.  Welsh Government (2015) states that this mixed training and lack of understanding caused anxiety between practitioners who were trying to correctly implement the Foundation Phase curriculum. WJE (2015) highlight how critical this lack of training and guidance was and is for making the Foundation Phase a successful curriculum for children’s learning as if the practitioners in Wales do not understand why a certain practice is being copied from other countries then it is going to lead to poor quality teaching and the setting’s will lack confidence due to their lack of knowledge.

OECD (2018) explain that Wales had a very low international PISA score in 2018 where out of 72 countries they were 39th in math’s, 40th in reading, and 35th in science. WISERD (2015) states that they used the ‘best’ international evidence whilst making the policy of this curriculum so the question that is wondered is ‘why is it not as successful as some international countries?’. Korpi (2007) suggests that in Sweden, Early Childhood Education and Care is recognized all over the world to offer exemplar practice. Melhuish and Petrogiannis (2006) agrees that Early Childhood Education and Care in Sweden is one of the most developed in the world due to a range of different reasons. These numerous reasons are why we cannot just take a successful play based curriculum like Sweden’s curriculum and adopt it here in Wales due to certain factors differentiating between Wales and Sweden. 

Firstly, in Sweden all Early Year practitioners are highly qualified with more than half having achieved a University degree in Early Childhood Education and the rest of the practitioners holding highly valued qualifications (Swedish National Agency for Education, no date). Maynard et al. (2010) highlights that high-level qualifications are the main principal in achieving the best outcomes for children. These high valued qualifications in Sweden are essential as it has been evidenced that the better qualified practitioners get the better outcomes for children (Sylva et al. (2010). Social Care Wales (2017) state that the only qualifications practitioners need to work with children in the Early Years in Wales is a level 2 or 3 in childcare which is sufficiently lower than their counterparts in Sweden. WJE (2015) suggests that the explanation for the standard of qualifications practitioners have in Wales is linked to the lack of funding that is provided for Early Years provision in Wales which is another factor seen below. 

Welsh Government (2019) highlights that class sizes are large in Wales with some pushing over 30 pupils per group in some areas. Welsh Government (2018) suggest that the reason why the nursery classes in Wales are so high is because of the waiting list due to the demand of places which explains the large groups. Alderson (2008) believe that classes are too often filled up with not enough space for an experimental play which suggests this could be a problem with classrooms in Wales. Skolverket (2013) state that the average number of classes for Early Years in Sweden is 16 children per group although across the country this number could reach up to 26 children in one group. However, as stated above this is not as big as some of the classrooms in Wales are getting due to the demand. Sheridan (2011) highlight that having large groups in the Early Years makes it increasingly hard to meet the goals set out in the curriculum. This gives an evidence based reason to why the class size difference in Wales and Sweden gives them a benefit to making their curriculum successful.

Taguma et al. (2013) describe that another differentiating factor between these two countries and what gives Sweden yet another advantage is that the practitioners in Sweden teach children activities based on their level of knowledge, function and understanding, focussing on an age appropriate pedagogy unlike the specific age pedagogy in Wales. Familjestödsutredningen (1979) agrees with this to suggest that not only will children here be learning at stage’s that are appropriate to them but it will also allow peer learning throughout the curriculum. Psychology in Russia (2015) explain that from the 1970’s in Sweden, the organisation of age group varies across the country. However, the core of the Swedish curriculum uses the mixed age group approach. Welsh Government (2020) suggest that this will not work in Wales as the Foundation Phase curriculum is based on teaching and assessing children according to key stages that are related to their age groups.

The Guardian (2008) highlights that in Sweden all nurseries are funded by government grants, tax revenue and parental fees. Welsh Government (2014) explain that this differs in Wales with a few maintained settings that are funded by the Welsh Government but most of the nurseries are non-maintained and in the private sector. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2006) explains that this funding difference has caused a variability of standard of implementation with maintained schools funded by the government having a higher standard over non-maintained nurseries. However, Estyn (2014) argues how accurate this is, is hard to tell as inspection procedures are different for both maintained and non-maintained settings. The Guardian (2008) also suggest that Sweden recognise the importance of Early Years curriculum to young children and have adopted a policy which makes it affordable for all parents as they only have to pay between 1% and 3% of the family's income on childcare. Whereas, in Wales you can get up to thirty free hours if you comply with regulations, however, if you work full time then you will have to pay the rest by yourself. The Money Advice Service (2020) highlight that on average this could be an extra £110 per week in Wales.

Siraj (2014) recognizes that for a play-based approach to work successful such as a country like Sweden, staff and the community around them need to have a ‘fundamental change in culture’ to become more involved.  Taguma et al. (2013) explain how essential parent partnerships and the community is to the Swedish curriculum with parents being involved in developing the curriculum specifically for their child. Harris and Goodall (2006) explain that a key for children’s future achievement is not just the community but parents supporting their children’s achievements at home. However, the role of the parents in the Foundation Phase curriculum is seen as just to support children with their learning at home instead of seeing parents as a valuable asset of children’s learning journey (WISERD, no date). Lewis (no dates) agrees with this and suggests that instead of parent partnership just being an aid to help children when they are not in settings, it should be celebrated alongside celebrating community interaction also.
Donaldson (2015) states that an independent review by Professor Donaldson created a new curriculum for Wales called Successful Futures which carries the positive aspects of the Foundation Phase and combines then with suggested points for improving the curriculum moving forward. He also states that the current curriculum is ‘completely out of date’ so therefore it is essential to change certain aspects of it. Welsh Government (2015) highlight how important is it for literacy, numeracy and digital competence to be promoted in the new Successful Futures curriculum as this will allow children to develop curiosity, exploration, critical thinking and problem solving. Additionally, as the new curriculum has ‘six Areas of Learning and Experience’ it will allow children to make choices about what subjects that are interested in in that area and give teachers more freedom to how to teach too (Welsh Government, 2015). Bennett (2001) explain that the link between children’s interests and them being able to use these in their activities is paramount.
To move forward with the new Successful Futures curriculum, it is essential that the even though the practitioners working with the children do not have the level of qualifications that they do in an exemplar country such as Sweden, to take a step in the right direction is it essential that support and training is given to practitioners for them to understand the pedagogy and how children learn and develop which will develop their practice which they can share with one another (Siraj, 2014). Soler and Miller (2003) agree and state that with the right support and guidance, Wales can successfully incorporate the Reggio Emilia approach where practitioners and children work together as powerful partners. Additionally, the Welsh Government have created a ten-year workforce development plan to solve the qualification issue in the Early Years (Lewis, 2014). Welsh Government (2018) explain that this workforce development plan will ensure that new workers will receive an introduction to allow them to get an understanding of why we are using this certain pedagogy and the values that underpin it.












Section 2 

WAG (2008) explain that the main role of the practitioner in the Foundation Phase is to be a ‘facilitator pf learning. WJE (2015) agrees with this to suggest that practitioners should ‘facilitate’ children’s learning by providing children with environments to support their play and exploration learning. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2007) agrees that adults had a clear aim to guide children’s learning, however, as the Welsh Governments guidelines were not clear and caused mixed messages, this resulted in practitioners taking a more laissez-faire approach with practitioners being reluctant to be involved with the children’s play. The adult should assess children in age related stages against the accepted ‘norms’ associated with that age that has been agreed by the Welsh Government (Fleer 2006, Wyness 2006).
Maynard et al. (2010) highlight the importance of staff training for the assessment section of the curriculum as practitioners need to be confident and evaluate and understood how the assessments within the Foundation Phase work. Welsh Government (2015) agrees with the importance of training and states that overall lead practitioners were pleased with the training, support and guidance materials they received about how to use assessments. However, they also state that over the period of time whilst the Foundation Phase was in place, the budget for training had decreased by 14% so therefore, the continued support and training would not have been implemented as effectively. Graham Donaldson (2015) agrees with this and state in a review of the curriculum that they acknowledge that as the Foundation Phase curriculum is coming to an end, that the assessment for learning approaches were not well understood and therefore that’s why they were not embedded well. Welsh Government (2014) agrees to state that the initial training of the Foundation Phase was lacking content which suggests that is why it was not understood well. Maynard (2013) suggests that if the initial training was lacking content that the main challenge for the practitioners would have been understanding key and perhaps new terminology such as ‘active learning’ and ‘child-initiated’.
WISERD (2015) explain that although the Foundation Phase curriculum encourages a strong play-based practice, there is still a need for children to develop outcomes by certain age groups, especially years 1 and 2 in literacy and numeracy. Welsh Government (2018) explain that the assessment method of the Foundation Phase curriculum consists of progress tracking of children against where they should be compared to agreed age related norms by the Government. This assessment method is categorizing children into age groups with detailed specific steps they should be achieving at certain times. Welsh Government (2017) highlight that in the current Foundation Phase curriculum children are assessed by observations and formal assessments. Observations are done daily by practitioners where on the detailed progression steps are each child. Formal assessments are also done to see if children are meeting the outcomes they should be at certain ages, especially in Literacy and Numeracy in Years 1 and 2.  Welsh Government disagrees that all of the assessments are age related as The National Literacy and Numeracy Framework explains that it focuses on learners completing realistic tasks that are specific for their stage of development and not their age group. However, the Welsh Government (2013) does go onto suggest that this is the only occasion in this Government document that it states anything about stage of development rather than getting accessed in their age group.
 
This is in contrast with what the adult role should be as an approach that centers experimental learning cannot work with assessments that rely on age specific statements. Robert-Holmes (2011) states that in a survey that was carried out within the Foundation Phase, it was discovered that there is pedagogic tension between child-led approach of the foundation phase that centres experimental learning and assessments that rely on age specific statements. Alderson (2008) explains that perhaps the reason why we are assessing children to not fit in with research proven learning is because although it is discussed in the curriculum for Wales it is not actually copied in the classrooms. This is due to the economic, political and social factors of the Welsh Government dismissing the fact that children are knowledgeable and creative humans. Blatchford (2007) et al. disagrees with this, suggesting that the Welsh Government acknowledges the importance of a play based pedagogy which is reflected as an experiential approach in the Foundation Phase. Welsh Government (2014) agrees with this and furthermore, explains that this ‘tension’ is being caused by a pedagogy v outcome issue. This issue would have caused the tension as the developmental approach used which promotes play through learning, clashes with the very detailed statutory curriculum expectations and assessments which make it difficult for them both to work together successfully. WJE (2015) strongly agrees to suggest that there is conflict and disagreement with the curriculum underlying principles. However, Goldstein (2007) disagrees and believes that this ‘tension’ is non-negotiable part of teaching children, whilst it being hard to manage will just allow opportunities for professional growth.

Bertram and Pascal (2002) explains a potential reason why we are assessing children to not fit in with research proven theory. They go on to state that both England and Wales are the only two countries who use their assessment on children in the Early Years as a baseline measure for their institutes performance. WISERD (2015) agrees and suggests that the Foundation Phase curriculum is designed to raise the school’s educational standards in Wales. WISERD (2015) also explain that these pressures will also be on practitioners to achieve successful assessments results in their classroom which will not give them enough time to understand the underpinning theory of this pedagogy and experiment with it. However, Maynard et al. (2013) suggest that even with enough time, it would not have been successful there is no clear explanation for the contrast of the pedagogy and the curriculum. Cheng (2018) et al. suggests that this pressure to do well due to school results could actually push their results the other way so they start to go down.

Alcock (2013) explains that Te Whāriki curriculum is a highly valued curriculum all around the world due to its inclusive practice that demonstrates a successful partnership between the pedagogy and the assessment methods. New Zealand Government (2020) suggest that the curriculum in New Zealand is a great example of how they assess children within a Reggio Emilia inspired curriculum. The Te Whāriki curriculum is a play centred approach based upon the idea that children are knowledge humans and their contribution can bring a great deal to the community. Additionally, the Early Years in New Zealand values the partnership with parents as they work together to design a curriculum specific for their child so it supports the ‘unique child’ also. Blaiklock (2010) highlight that the method of how children are assessed in this curriculum is by using learning stories that are personally wrote by the practitioner for each child. Therefore, by using these learning stories instead of testing you are still assessing the child but without putting pressure on them where pedagogy and assessment are successful.

Welsh Government (2013) explain that they have acknowledged that not all children progress in the same way. Welsh Government (2015) highlight that the Foundation Phase had a clear goal of a holistic pedagogy that allowed practitioners to understand how children develop and therefore develop a curriculum that takes into account their developmental needs. However, WAG (2008) agrees and states that the curriculum was designed to meet the needs of individual children, however, due to the pedagogy v outcome issue, this was not achieved. WISERD (2015) highlight that as the literacy and numeracy assessment are introduced for all 5-7 year olds, children as young as five are scored against their age group and not their developmental stage which means currently in the Foundation Phase, fifty percent of all children are already going to be labeled as ‘below average’ at the young age of 5 because this curriculum did not support the ‘unique child’. WAG (2008) agrees with this and explains that a new holistic approach needs to be used for the new curriculum as allow practitioners to assess children from their prior experience and not where they should be according to some agreed statists. Jones (2019) explains that this will ensure inclusive practice is available for all children within the curriculum and as the assessment method is changing to work with the pedagogy, this holistic practice should be successful in the new curriculum and benefit the unique child. WAG (2008) agrees with this holistic approach and explains that for a new curriculum to be successful then it needs to allow practitioners to assess children from their prior experience and not where they should be according to some agreed statistics. 

Donaldson (2015) states that an independent review by Professor Donaldson created a new curriculum for Wales called Successful Futures which carries the positive aspects of the Foundation Phase and combines then with suggested points for improving the curriculum moving forward. WAG (2010) explain that the Foundation Phase had great ‘potential’ to use respected developmental theories within this curriculum to approach a successful way of developing children in Wales’ education. However, as the assessment method put into place contradicted the play-based pedagogy that is valued all around the world, this ‘potential’ was never reached. Welsh Government (2019) highlight how essential it is to stop this tension as the Foundation Phase is the building blocks for children’s future learning. 

Welsh Government (2015) state that it was noticed in the review of the Foundation Phase that the assessment method used was confusing and put forward that the new assessment in the Successful Futures curriculum needs to achieve the following to stop the tension between the pedagogy and outcome-
· support learning 
· involve children in their own assessment by for example developing their own portfolio of achievements and experiences. This will allow them to take responsibility for their learning
· be meaningful and relevant to their learning

Donaldson, G (2015) explains how essential it is to assess what matters as the validity of any assessment depends on the link between the purpose and the desired outcomes of the process. Welsh Government (2015) also recognize that assessing children that depend on key stages that relate to ages is not appropriate and was not working well to support children’s learning. Therefore, Welsh Government (2015) state that the new assessment approach being taken by the Welsh Government in the new Successful Futures curriculum is achievement outcomes where they are designed to support children who are progressing slower but always give space to those who develop quicker. Therefore, this means that there will not be any categorizing children due to age as these broad statements are released. Alongside the new holistic assessment method to go with the play-based pedagogy, an Early Years Development Assessment Framework (EYDAF) is under development which will address the issue of there being no reliable assessment framework to support practitioners to successful assess children’s learning. This framework will support practitioners for using observation at a form of assessment (Siraj, 2014).  Furthermore, Welsh Government (2015) suggests that by the assessment method in the Early Years changing in Wales this will allow children to have more fun within their learning and find it more interesting as they are getting assessed in broader statements which gives them more flexibility.



Part 3

Why is outdoor play in Wales not implemented as it should?

Bennett (2001) explains that the link between children’s interests and them being able to use these in their activities is paramount. Garrick (2009) state that people value outdoor play as some of their greatest memories in their childhood. Bento, G and Dias (2017) also highlight the importance of not only children following their interests in the outdoors but how essential it is for their health and for them to stay connected with the outside world.

Welsh Government (2019) state that in the Foundation Phase curriculum, play needs to be taking place both indoors and outdoors. WJE (2015) agree with this and explain that children should be using outdoor learning as often as daily to enhance their learning development. Therefore, if the Foundation Phase curriculum already has a great emphasis on using the outdoors for play with so many benefits, the question that should be put forward is ‘why are we not achieving this?’ (Maynard and Waters, 2007).

The Scots College (2017) suggests that in a Reggio Emilia approach that is at the core of the Foundation Phase curriculum, the environment is referred to as ‘the third teachers’ which highlights how essential using the outdoor environment in learning is for children in Wales. Montessori Childcare (2018) explain that Montessori's views agree with this as she believes that the ‘prepared environment’ which could be the outdoors, allows children to take part in a high level of exploration and creativity. 

Lewis (no date) suggests that although there is already a big push on outdoor play in the Foundation Phase curriculum, factors are still getting in the way which need to be overcome so outdoor play is implemented successfully.  WAG (2008) explain that the Foundation Phase curriculum have stated that all educational settings need to ensure that they provide children with both indoor and outdoor environments to learn in whilst having a ‘great emphasis’ on using the outdoor environment as much as possible as a useful asset so therefore it is essential that these barriers are overcome.
 
Molyes (1989) highlights how essential practitioner attitudes are to the outdoors as although there is a national curriculum expressing the importance of outdoor play, teachers need to ultimately use their own knowledge of the outdoor play and the benefits to it to give children in their care the chance to use the outdoor environment as the key facilitators of that child’s learning journey. However, WISERD (2015) eexplain that as qualified teachers spend their time indoors with the children, it is the extra practitioners who are outdoors engaging in the more play based approach due to more practitioners being in school during the Foundation Phase curriculum so therefore it could be the dictating of practitioners by the setting, rather than the practitioners attitude. Bilton (2018) suggests that it doesn’t matter what type of staff are involved in taking children outside for outdoor play, it is still concerning that the only practitioners with a positive view about outdoor play is the ones who have a positive experience with it.

Welsh Government (2015) suggest that one issue could be that some settings in Wales do not have adequate outdoor space as one of the recommendations for the Successful Futures curriculum is that there is funding for settings who need to ensure they have that outdoor area where they could go. An alternative to this is Forest schools where children get to achieve all the benefits of outdoor play in a woodland environment (National Resources Wales, no date). However, Forest Research (2020) suggests Forest Schools are not available as much as the demand as Forest Schools need to be widely available to give more opportunities to a higher number of schools.

Welsh Government (2015) explains that the Welsh Government had not encouraged the use of outdoor play to practitioners enough. Welsh Government (2014) agrees with this and suggests that as outdoor play was not encouraged enough in the curriculum, it means that it was not encouraged enough in training for practitioners. Therefore, schools and practitioners were not recognizing the benefits and importance of outdoor play.

It is essential that all of these barriers and challenges are overcome because
outdoor play benefits all aspects of children’s development which include social, physical, creative, cultural and personal (Welsh Government, 2009). Welsh Government (2008) also suggest that alongside all of these developmental benefits, outdoor play can also give children extra skills values and knowledge by taking part in the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship award during their outdoor play where children have to consider global challenges and work towards helping that. Welsh Government (2015) state that they recognize that outdoor play was not used as much as intended as outdoor play was supposed to be a significant part of the curriculum so moving forward they state that outdoor play is promoted and successfully delivered more often across the country.

Bennet (2001) states that children are intelligent beings and suggests that their thoughts need to be valued to reach their full potential, including their want to play in the outdoors. However, Alderson (2008) expresses that Reggio Emilia approaches and the use of outdoor play in these approaches are constantly discussed all over the world but is not always copied due to economic, political and social factors that allow countries to think that children are not experienced and knowledgeable humans. Molyes (1989) suggests that maybe it is not countries governing bodies that are the issue but practitioners who refuse to believe that any type of play should come into play, let alone outdoor play. Welsh Government (2014) agrees with this and believes that this is especially the case for practitioners who have taught for so long before the idea of play and use of the outdoors was widely valued and discussed in Wales. Moyles (2001) states that being passionate is a key characteristic of an early year’s practitioner and that means being passionate and trusting about the knowledge behind the creation of the curriculum.

This makes you really wonder if outdoor play is already promoted in the current Foundation Phase curriculum, is the question we should be asking ourselves ‘are the practitioners attitudes towards outdoor play the main restricting factor here?’ With the new Successful Futures curriculum hoping to overcome all the other challenges by funding more outdoor space in settings including the wider use of forest schools and ensuring practitioners and schools understand the benefits of outdoor play, if the Welsh Government stand by their recommendations then the practitioners attitude changing will be key to ensuring change regarding outdoor play in Wales.
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