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The Foundation Phase and Early Years Curricula.
Section 1 
Welsh Government (2015) The Foundation Phase Curriculum is for children in Wales from the age of three to seven years old. The curriculum encourages creativity and imagination through ensuring learning is fun and effective. Wainwright et al (2016) says the Foundation Phase has seven areas of learning, that combined are able to create a holistic and cross-curricular approach to develop the children’ skills, while ensuring the curriculum is based around the child. Welsh Government (2015) say the seven areas of learning within the Foundation Phase include Creative Development, Physical Development, Welsh Language Development, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Knowledge and Understanding of the World and Mathematical Development. However, the Foundation Phase Curriculum is due to change when the new Curriculum in Wales 2022 is reformed. Welsh Government (2019) believe the Curriculum in Wales 2022 will prepare learners for a future where creativity, digital skills and adaptability is essential and gives opportunities for a blend of knowledge, experiences, and skills. According to the Welsh Government (2015) the four purposes of the curriculum aim to ensure all children are capable and ambitious leaners, healthy and confident, creative, and ethically informed. The new curriculum allows schools to create a curriculum while focusing on the four purposes. Sim et al (2018) claims these areas are delivered through a mixture of child initiated and adult led activities, ensuring purposeful and planned play. However, there are no set requirements for the practitioners to follow to support their teaching. 
The Foundation Phase Curriculum allows opportunities for children to learn through a play-based curriculum. “Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups” (Welsh Government, 2015). Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) believe play is a natural component of a child’s life as well as learning, however, these aspects are often separated into teaching and adult led activities, whereas play is often child initiated and only allowed during playtime or when outdoors. McInnes et al (2013) believes using play as an approach to complete a task can be beneficial as children see the task as play rather than work. Saracho (2013) believes play is a crucial part of the early years programme as it provides children with opportunities to develop themselves through expressing their feelings and ideas, while discovering more about the world. However, Wainwright et al (2016) points out although the foundation phase curriculum is play-based there is still structure and has aspects of adult-led learning. Welsh Government (2020) believe children are able to learn through a mixture of approaches including when playing individually or with others, through modelling adults and through direct teaching or guided learning. However, Welsh Government (2015) say when reflecting on how the Foundation Phase was implemented, Local Authority Early Years Advisers noted that practitioners feared the standards of mathematics and literacy would decline as there was a lack of understanding around play-based learning and the difference between play and active learning. McInnes et al (2011) believes play is fundamental in education for early years development, however, some practitioners have different beliefs on how play should be implemented in practice. Research showed that practitioners has received training on the theory of learning, however had not received training for the theory of play therefore, practitioners were confused on how to incorporate the play aspect into the early years.  Wainwright et al (2016) say introducing children to formal and sedentary activities too early could have a negative impact on the child’s motivation to listen and learn. However, Welsh Government (2015) say by incorporating first-hand experiences in the curriculum for children, this will develop their understanding of the world and of themselves. Wainwright at al (2016) studied a school that were implementing a play-based Foundation Phase Curriculum through a balance of child-initiated learning and adult-led sessions, in both the indoor and outdoor environment. The study found this approach motivated the children, encouraged independence, and gave an active approach to teaching and learning. King and Howard (2010) claim research suggested that children are spending more time under adult supervision and less time playing outside, resulting in having less free play in both home and school settings. Different types of play opportunities can contribute towards different aspects of development and support the child’s learning. Construction play allows for children to develop their imagination, creativity, mathematical skills, and language development. Welsh Government (2020) believe construction play enables children to reach their own goals, explore, correct their mistakes, develop their concentration, and create sequences. As well as these, Howard and McInnes (2012) say children’s emotional well-being is increased when children perceive an activity as being like play compared to activities that are not like play. Gascoyne (2017) agree how different types of play can have a positive impact on children’s wellbeing, with the use of messy play being used to help children to express their feelings, encourage communication and lower behavioural problems. 
Welsh Government (2015) say the Foundation Phase Curriculum was designed for children to experiment and develop their learning through a play-based teaching approach. Welsh Government (2018) say the Foundation Phase encourages learning through the use of practical activities, this allows children to gain hand on experience of different types of play and encourages opportunities for active involvement, resulting in developing their imagination and creativity, through a child centred approach. The curriculum was developed after evidence showed good early years programmes from around the world, including New Zealand with the Te Whãriki curriculum, Reggio Emilia and Scandinavian programmes. 
There are many opportunities for implementing a play-based curriculum in the early years and the benefits from learning through play are endless. However, the role of the practitioner is significant in implementing this curriculum therefore, correct training and guidance is needed to ensure the play-based curriculum is delivered successfully and the children receive the best opportunities to develop their skills and knowledge through play. 














Section 2 
“Learner progression along a continuum of learning from ages 3 to 16 is central to Curriculum for Wales. Assessment plays a fundamental role in enabling each individual learner to make progress at an appropriate pace, ensuring they are supported and challenged accordingly” (Welsh Government, 2020). Children are continually assessed by practitioners to check their development and aid their progression in accordance with the Curriculum in Wales. However, Department for Education (2021) believe practitioners need to have a strong understanding of child development to be able to carry out an effective assessment. Welsh Government (2020) believe the curriculum is designed to ensure every child is challenged accordingly and is supported to make progress in their development. Welsh Government (2019) say the new Curriculum for Wales 2022 will include learning experiences and assessment activities, through continuing to focus on the four purposes. Wainwright (2016) says although the Foundation Phase has play-based, child-initiated learning, there should be a system of planning with opportunities for assessments of children’s learning, progression, and development. Welsh Government (2019) say the Curriculum for Wales 2022 encourages children to express their achievement outcomes through giving a statement on their progress in sentences such as ‘I can...’, these achievement outcomes allow practitioners to have an insight into what skills, knowledge, and competencies each child has and how they have progressed.  Welsh Government (2020) believe assessments should assess children as a whole, assessing their strengths and what they learn easily, and their weaknesses focusing on what areas of their learning needs to be developed, in order to progress. Department for Education (2021) says assessments allow parents and practitioner to check children’s progress, understand if they have any additional needs, and enables them to develop a plan to offer support to the children. This will ensure the correct targets are set for every child and they can be supported to develop further. Welsh Government (2019) says their key principles focus on the reaching their four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales 2022 through giving opportunities for learners to assess their own learning and assess learners with a variety of techniques to build a picture of the child’s progress and needs. Welsh Government (2020) agree “Assessment should not be used to make a one-off judgement on the overall achievement of a learner at a set age or point in time against descriptors or criteria on a ‘best-fit’ basis”. 
Different assessment types including progress tracking and age, or stage related development models can be used to assess play-based learning outcomes and children’s development in the early years. Glazzard et al (2010) says the Reggio Emila approach believed assessment in the early years should assess all aspects of learning, including language, play, drama, and art. However, the Te Whãriki approach believed adults are able to scaffold the children’s learning through watching, listening, and interacting with the children. Children are then assessed though this approach and support can be given to the areas needed (Glazzard et al, 2010). Vygotsky theory also believed children were able to learn through a scaffolding approach when practitioners could support them move from the zone of proximal development (Glazzard et al, 2010). Using these approaches and theories when assessing children in play-based curricula in the early years allows practitioners to see what children can do unaided and what they can do with little support from practitioners. 


















Section 3 
The use of the outdoors when implementing a play-based curriculum.
The outdoor environment can be implemented into our daily school routine to ensure children are given the opportunity to explore, learn and play through using the outdoors. However, how many of us use the outdoors when teaching? Or do we keep the learning to the classroom then only use the outdoor for playing? Welsh Government (2015) say many practitioners said learning opportunities in the outdoors would often be dependent on the weather. The benefits from using the outdoors for learning are endless, therefore, why would we not use the outdoor as much as possible? We should not allow the weather to determine when the children can or cannot learn in the outdoors. Welsh Government (2015) believe schools should ensure there is continuous access between both the outdoors and the classroom and create more all-weather ‘learning zones’ for children to develop indoors and outdoors. Dolan (2015) worries how play is moving from the outdoor environment into the indoors to electronic devices. According to Wainwright et al (2016) Estyn (2011) believed the outdoor areas in schools were effective in providing an excellent range of activities and opportunities for the children. Therefore, through creating the all-weather ‘learning zones’, this will allow for play-based learning to continue on a daily basis in any weather, ensuring children spend the same amount of time in both the indoors and outdoors.  
Welsh Government (2015) believe The Foundation Phase should use the outdoor environment and resources in the outdoors to promote independence and discovery for children’s learning. Wainwright et al (2016) says a study focusing on learning in the outdoors showed that children were highly active in learning in the outdoors, with both engagement on the tasks and physically. From 2022 there will be a new Curriculum for Wales, where schools are able to plan and develop their own curriculum while focusing on the four purposes. The four purposes aim to encourage children to become ambitious and creative learners, healthy and confident individual, and ethically informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2015). While focusing on the four purposes, every school will be able to implement play-based learning and the use of the outdoors throughout their curriculum. Dolan (2015) believes learning in the outdoors allows children to interact with the planet and each other while learning about the real world.
How often do we use the outdoor environment for play-based learning rather than playing and learning separately? Should we as practitioners be encouraging more play-based learning opportunities in the outdoors? Saracho (2013) believes play enables children to engage in active learning through reconstructing their own experiences and testing different ideas. The outdoor environment supports the child’s entire holistic development with different areas of the outdoors contributing towards different aspects of the child’s development. Yildirim and Akamca (2017) say educational programmes and activities involving the outdoors are seen to improve social-emotional, physical-motor, and cognitive skills, observation skills, creative thinking, and concentration in early childhood. As well as these, outdoor play-based learning, allows for children to learn through hands on learning, experimenting, and using divergent thinking. Therefore, the endless number of resources within the outdoors will allow for children to widen their imaginations, create, and build relationships with peers and allow opportunities for different types of play-based learning. Children are able to explore natural resources in the outdoors and use their imagination and divergent thinking for different types of play or exercise their mathematical skills through comparing shapes and sizes, develop their language skills through communicating with peers and adult when explaining their ideas and thoughts.  “Indoor and outdoor environments that are fun, exciting, stimulating and safe promote children’s development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through first-hand experiences” (Welsh Government, 2015). Therefore, giving children opportunities to learn with a play-based curriculum will ensure children learn through play, rather than keeping play and learning separate. Unicef (2019) say Article 3 and 29 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states all decisions involving the child should be made in the best interest of the child and education should set goals for children to be able to develop their talents, personalities, and abilities. 
Welsh Government (2009) believe planning for play-based activities in the outdoors should not just be moving indoor activities to the outdoors or about allowing children outside to play. Saracho (2013) believes practitioners can create and develop different play opportunities to fit with educational goals and the curriculum. Knight (2011) says teachers can focus on play-based learning experiences in the outdoors when planning different stages of the curriculum. The outdoors is used more in schools since Forest School opportunities have become more and more popular in recent years. Who would not enjoy the opportunity to put on their wellington boots and explore the outdoors? Bruce (2012) believes children are able to experience the whole curriculum in the outdoors through experiencing child-centred play and learning on a daily basis. Giving children opportunities to learn through playing in different environments and surroundings. Harris (2017) say Scandinavian Countries offer outdoor Kindergartens and Forest Schools, these embrace learning through play, learning in the outdoors and child-initiated learning.  “Froebel saw children as active, curious, creative learners. He considered that children learn best through self-activity, rich first-hand experience, problem-solving, play and talk. They thrive when they are emotionally secure, joyful and in close relationships with others” (Tovey, no date). Therefore, why would we not encourage more opportunities for children to learn as they play in the outdoors?
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