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Part 1-  
[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will be looking at the positive and negative impacts of the Foundation Phase while considering what should be taken forward and implement in the new curriculum and what could potentially be left behind and why will also be considered. In comparison to international countries in 2016, the PISA rankings show Wales was the lowest scoring country. This was scored out of 72 other countries. Wales’ results were 39th in Mathematics, 40th in Reading and 35th in Science (Wightwick, 2016). The latest PISA tests were carried out in 2018 where Wales scored the lowest out of the UK. Reading, mathematics and science results were all below the OECD average (Wightwick, 2019). The results above do not give the Welsh education an impressive reputation. The Independent Stock take of the Foundation Phase begins to build a picture of what has happened between policy and practice delivery of the Foundation Phase in Wales.  
The Foundation Phase (2008) was created to ensure children were learning through play and to have a positive impact on their personal development and well-being. The Foundation Phase (2008) in Wales for 3 to 7 year olds, which was introduced between 2008 and 2011, regards play as a fundamental, meaningful aspect of the curriculum. According to WAG (2008, p.6) children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. It is said to help children play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. First-hand experiences are said to allow children to learn about themselves and the world they live in. There is evidence of this dating back to 1936 where Piaget (1956 cited in McLeod, 2018) introduced his theory of cognitive development. He explained that children make a mental model of the world through hands on experiences and claimed that children are not born with a fixed trait of intelligence but instead, their cognitive development takes place when interactions with the environment happen. According to Vygotsky (1978 cited in McLeod, 2018) social development theory, children do not learn through play alone, they also need to having social interactions with others to have a better understanding of the world and how things work.   
Wiserd (2014) led the Foundation Phase key findings on pedagogy and understanding. They found that case study observations revealed that Foundation Phase practice varied across classes, year groups, schools and areas of learning. They found that the older the year group, the less the Foundation Phase pedagogies were displayed. Such as, child choice, physical activities, time spent in the outdoors and continuous learning. They found that the variation in practice can be partly explained due to staff attitudes that were shown towards the Foundation Phase and adult to child ratios (Wiserd,2014). Discussions with practitioners suggested that teachers were afraid of letting go of traditional, formal pedagogies as they wanted to ensure children in year 2 were still able to perform well during reading and numeracy tests. Dweck (2000) has an interesting theory on mindset which could link to why some practitioners have a negative attitude towards the Foundation Phase.  Findings show that 57% of teachers reported making considerable effort to involve children in their planning process. Dweck (2000) speaks of fixed and growth mindsets, she explains that someone with a fixed mindset believes that their qualities are set in stone and they do not believe in accepting new ideas and that their learning cannot be developed any further. However, someone that has a growth mindset accepts new ideas and believes that effort and training can increase someone’s qualities and change one’s traits (Dweck, 2000). This is significant when understanding a practitioner’s thought process and feelings towards the Foundation Phase. It is possible that some cannot implement the new curriculum due to having a fixed mindset and could be one of the reasons it has not been carried out in every classroom across Wales. Someone with a growth mindset is likely to be a reflective practitioner this compares Kolb (1984) learning styles model, a cycle of four stages which consists of a concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. Kolb (1984, p.8) states that ‘learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’. However, someone with a fixed mindset would not be as likely to use this cycle to become a reflective practitioner. UNESCO (2014) argue that professional development and motivation of the staff working with the children was fundamental to the success of the Foundation Phase.   
The Foundation Phase key findings (2015) also revealed that many schools said they are evolving their approach to the Foundation Phase often by carrying out literacy and numeracy lessons to ensure year 2 can still perform well in tests. This suggests that testing is holding teacher’s back from implementing the Foundation Phase as well as they should be. Additional staff were described as fundamental to the delivery of the Foundation Phase especially for group work and teaching assistants were also seen carrying out the Foundation Phase pedagogies more often than the teachers. This tells us that support staff are vital in ensuring the framework works as well as it should. According to the Welsh Government (2018) there were 31,000 teaching assistants in Wales registered to the Education Workforce Council. This tells us that they are needed for Welsh education to run smoothly. Classes with fewer children were often carrying the Foundation Phase out better due to teachers finding it easier to plan for smaller groups, this highlights the fact that there needs to be more training for teachers in order to plan for all group sizes (Siraj, 2014). Overall, adult-led provision was observed more frequently than child-led continuous and enhanced provision. This again suggests that there has been a lack of training for teachers in the aim to carry out child-led learning, as highlighted in the stock take  
The Foundation Phase framework suggests the need and opportunity for children at Foundation Phase age should be reviewing and reflecting on their work. This was seen more often in year 2 classes as teachers believed that at year 2, they are more able to reflect on their work and understand the purpose of doing so. According to Vygotsky (1978) theory of scaffolding, a child would benefit from reflecting on their work on a one to one basis with a More Knowledgeable Other (the teacher or teaching assistant). Vygotsky claimed that when a student is in the zone of proximal development for a certain task, providing the appropriate assistance will give the student enough of a "boost" to achieve the task. The implementation of the Foundation Phase across the case study (Siraj, 2014) did not differ in accordance to where in Wales it was being carried out, the size of the school, locality or socio-economic status. Which suggests that where it was being carried out well, it was done very well yet some schools were not carrying it out as well, although there was not one locality that did better than others.   
The independent Stocktake of the implementation of the Foundation Phase (2014) aims were to understand how well the Foundation Phase is being implemented across Wales. The findings explain that what was done well, was excellent but there were many recommendations regarding staff training, how inspections should take place, to reconsider how assessments are carried out, to strengthen transition arrangements through training all staff involved with the process.  
The main short-term priorities include the following: To appoint a strategic group of Foundation Phase experts from across Wales to take a strategic and long-term planning role within the Foundation Phase. To devise a ten-year plan to support the next steps in the implementation of the Foundation Phase.. They would use the framework (DCELLS, 2008) as a guide:-Take forward key recommendations from current evaluations, reviews and this stocktake.; Develop a way for effective communication to take place across Wales and acting as a onuit for all Foundation Phase changes, planning and evaluations. The stocktake highlights the fact that the Foundation Phase framework is here to stay, and all staff need to be aware of this.  
Another recommendation is for inspection processes to change and bring the CIW and ESTYN together to collaborate during inspection process (Siraj, 2014). This would ensure that both sides (education and care) would be carefully taken into consideration and the same time. The stock-take also highlighted the need for continued professional development and training for all staff (Siraj, 2014). There is a need to find ways of sharing methods of best practice. The stock take (2014) mentions the need for training for leaders across the sector including head teachers, advisory staff and leaders. Each piece of training should be bespoke and consider their history and previous experiences. It is recommended that observational assessments take place for the youngest children, standardised elements would best be placed at age 5 (serving as a baseline) and the end of the Foundation Phase at age 7.  The need for a review on adult to child ratios is mentioned claiming that inspectors have agreed that the current ratio of 1:8 could be increased to 1:10 although, some schools may need extra classroom support if they have a considerable number of children with Special Educational Needs or English/ Welsh as an additional language. Maynard et al. (2012) brought attention to the possible difficulties with the Foundation Phase framework (DCELLS, 2008) including the tension between the play-based pedagogy and the detailed curriculum expectations especially in relation to the Years 1 and 2 outcomes. There was also confusion as to what the real meaning of ‘learning through play’ is and what the difference is between formal and informal teaching.   
The Donaldson Report (2015) clearly expresses that the Foundation Phase is one of the best things to happen to Welsh education and that it is a ‘very real strength’ on which build the new curriculum. Therefore, going forward it is clear that one of the most important aspects of the new curriculum for Wales is staff training. The Welsh government need to ensure each teacher and support staff understand the curriculum and the reasons behind experiential learning and child-led continuous learning. Children need the opportunity to reflect on their work also. The Successful Futures Framework review (2015) includes progression steps taking away phases and key stages. It states that progression steps should be reference points, providing a ‘road map’ for each individual child and young person’s progress in their learning and not universal expectations of all children and young people at fixed points. The new curriculum for Wales (2018) highlights its four purposes which are: to create capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives, enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work, ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world and healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives.   
In conclusion, it is apparent that the Foundation Phase works well when practitioners understand how to carry it out correctly. With the above recommendations being understood and valued, the new curriculum for Wales will boost children’s learning within the Early Years and create ambitious and capable learners. There is a need for a better balance between child-led and adult-led learning. Children need more of an opportunity to plan, develop and review their own work. Play based learning needs to be carried through right until the end of the Foundation Phase in year 2 and testing in year 2 needs to be forgotten. In regard to assessment, age related normality's must be left in the past with progression steps being our future, concentrating on the ‘I can...’  ‘I have...’ and not linked to school year or age providing more broad statements. With the above being put into practice with frequent reviews from the Government, there is no doubt that Welsh education will go from strength to strength.   
  
Part 2-  
This essay will be comparing the Foundation Phase (2017) forms of assessment to Te Whariki (1996) assess children within the Early Years. While understanding if the New Curriculum for Wales (2019) can take inspiration from how Te Whariki assess children.   
According to Ministry of Education (1996) Te Whariki was created for children to ‘grow up as competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure if their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society’ (P.9). The Ministry of Education (1996) describe their curriculum as ‘the sum-total of the experiences, activities and events, whether direct or indirect, which occurs within an environment designed to foster children’s learning and development’ (P.10) Te Whariki is Maori for ‘a woven mat for all to stand on’, showing that everyone is included and that everyone is treated equally. Students in New Zeland scored higher than the OECD average in reading, mathematics and science (OECD, 2018) this shows us that their curriculum evidently gains results. Unlike Wales, where their results are not giving the Welsh education an admirable reputation. Wales scored the lowest in the PISA results (2016) and were below average in mathematics, reading and science in the PISA results (2018).. Te Whariki, the NZ ECE Curriculum document, provides that the purpose of assessment is to ‘give useful information about children’s learning and development’ (Ministry of Education, 1996).   
 The Te Whariki curriculum encourages children to learn in their own way and all learning and teaching is individualised for children. This is the same for how children are assessed, each child is viewed as an individual and the Te Whariki form of assessment views them for who they are as a person and their portential to achieve. According to Alexander (2013) each child has their own learning stories for life-long learning. Carr (2012) regards learning stories as an assessment tool where adults and children tell and re-tell stories of learning and competence, reflecting on the past and planning for the future. These learning stories concentrate on the positives that the child is showing rather than the negatives and what they have not achieved. Learning stories are supported by many including Bayes (2006) and Drummond (2003). Pack (2016) describes Learning Stories as ‘I like to think of them as observing small moments that provide big opportunities.’ The Ministry of Education (1996) states that the Te Whariki curriculum is bicultural and socio cultural. This links with Vygotsky (1978) socio-culturalism theory as he mentions the importance of the influence of culture on child development and claims that learning is a social process. Vygotsky also mentions that learning takes place during social interactions with language being a cultural tool. The Ministry of Education (1996) says it is common for the adult to match-up strands of the Early Years curriculum to the story to try and explain what the child has learnt. There are five strands within Te Whariki; Well-being, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration. Each strand represents an area of learning and development that is part of a daily programme within the Early Years settings. Alexander (2013) says that a collection of these learning stories becomes a portfolio that includes, images, comments from both practitioners and students as well as reflections from the child and their family. The video, images and voice notes are usually stored on an online e-portfolio. Carr (1998b) suggested that children’s development and learning becomes, visible in three ways; learning stories become longer, stories become wider and then they become more complex. Alexander (2013) agrees that the learning stories become more complicated to write as the children grow and develop. The Ministry of Education (1996) claim that children within Early Years settings in New Zeland are not assessed with end of year tests or other formal assessments, unlike the Foundation Phase (2008) in Wales where they have testing at the end of Year 2.   
It has become evident that the current Foundation Phase (2008) is not gaining results and if it is, then it is being assessed in the wrong way, which is preventing us from seeing results. The Foundation Phase profile handbook (2015) states that its aim is to clearly provide baseline assessments and outcomes for practitioners to be able to view where the individual child should be at the end of the phase. The Foundation Phase profile handbook (2015) also mentions that it has been done this way in order for practitioners to be able to identify developmental delay in children and possible special educational needs or additional learning needs. It also states that the bassline should be set for each child within the first school term in reception class. The profile handbook fails to mention how many assessments should be carried out for each child, could this be a contributing reason as to why assessments are not currently working? Early Years Matters (2020) mentions the use of ‘on-going' assessment which practitioners should do on a daily basis- this is sometimes referred to as formative assessment. They also mention the need for practitioners to always be observing children for new skills that they may demonstrating.  
The Foundation Phase (2015) forms of assessment include: observations, formative assessments and summative assessments. The Literacy and Numeracy Framework (2013) still requires schools to carry out national tests on children in year 2, which ironically goes against the Foundation Phase (2015) idea of learning through play right the way through until the end of year 2. This testing could be another reason as to why the Foundation Phase (2015) has not worked and gained results as the Welsh Government planned. The Foundation Phase (2015) includes 7 areas of learning which are: personal and social development, language, literacy and communication development, mathematical development, knowledge and understanding, Welsh language development, physical development and creative development. All these areas of learning have outcomes ranging from bronze to outcome 6 and are documented through skill ladders which are categorised by stage of development and age of the child. The Te Whariki (1996) curriculum includes 5 strands instead of areas of learning. These include: Well-being, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration. The difference between the Foundation Phase (2015) and Te Whariki (1996) is that Te Whariki does not assess children’s learning and development against pre-set milestones. Instead, it encourages teachers to understand what children are trying to achieve and what is possible. Then, they encourage and motivate children to reach their potential as an individual and at their own pace while appreciating that not every child will achieve at the same pace. Montessori (1949) believed in ‘sensitive periods’ where children become ripe to learn different types of skills at specific points in their development. She claimed that each child is different when it comes to the occurance of these points. It is important that practitioners are aware of this and they should remember that not every child will develop new skills at the same time.   
Donaldson’s Successful Futures Review (2015) includes many suggestions as to how the Welsh Curriculum and assessment arrangements could be improved. The first one that he mentions is the need for four purposes of the curriculum in Wales these include: Ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, healthy, confident individuals and ethical, informed citizens. These are similar to the Te Whariki (1996) strands mentioned above. Another recommendation suggested by Donaldson (2015) is to introduce progression steps instead of outcomes. These steps should be set at five points at ages 5,8,11,14 and 16 and should be seen as a personal ‘road map’ for each child pointing them in the correct direction as to what they can achieve next. This ‘road map’ is a similar idea as what Te Whariki (1996) carry out as they would be viewing each child as an individual and encouraging them to reach their own potential. The next suggestion is for achievements to be described from the child’s point of view using ‘I have....’ for experiences and ‘I can...’ for outcomes. This way, children are using more positive vocabulary to describe their development instead of highlighting what they have not been able to achieve. This links to Dweck (2000) growth and fixed mindset theory. The theory looks at how people process their learning and achievements and claims students carry two types of views on ability which are ‘entity view’ this view sees intelligence as fixed and stable. Then there is ‘incremental view’ where intelligence is changeable, these students are said to feel satisfaction from learning and see opportunities to get better. By children using this type of vocabulary they are training their brains to have a ‘growth’ mindset instead of a ‘fixed’ mindset where they believe they can only achieve to a certain point. Bandura (1977) social learning theory also mentions how children learn through observing others behaviour and attitudes, telling us that by practitioners having a better attitude and vocabulary, children will pick up on this and begin to behave in a more positive manner in regards to their work and progress. The final recommendations from Donaldson (2015) include children taking responsibility for their own learning and that they should be able to develop their own ‘e-portfolio’, where they are able to record their key achievements and experiences. This is a similar idea to what Te Whariki (1996) carry out with their e-portfolios, where they encourage practitioners to record assessments that include key achievements with images, comments and reflections.   
The Learning Stories approach has been praised by many including Smith (2003 p.12) stating: ‘Learning stories have an extraordinary power to excite and energise teachers, parents and children and parents have become more interested in their children’s achievements.’ A critique of how Te Whariki assess children would be from Alexander (2013) who claims that learning stories is only one form of assessment and this would not be enough to gain a whole picture of how well a child is developing. Adding that without the use of other methods of child assessment, Learning Stories can only provide a small snapshot of children’s learning. This viewed is backed up by Blaicklock (2008) view on Learning Stories as they claim 1 story per month for each child contains very small amounts of evidence considering the amount of time each child spends at an Early Years setting. Another critique from Alexander (2013) would be that each practitioner will have their own way of writing a Learning Story. Therefore, some may write in extended detail compared to others who could be vague providing little information to put into a child’s Learning Story. This could then be viewed by parents as the teacher not taking enough time to learn about their child to understand their real strengths. Blaicklock (2008) made a similar point by highlighting the fact some Learning Stories are documented the day after and therefore information can be left out and forgotten. There are currently very few guidelines from the Ministry of Education as to how often Learning Stories should be carried out and what exactly they should focus on similar to how there are few guidelines within the Foundation Phase (2015) as to how often observations and other forms of assessment should be carried out.    
In conclusion, if the Foundation Phase (2015) was to view children’s achievements and portentials in the same way as Te Whariki (1996) then children and teachers attitudes towards learning and development would be a more positive experience. The Successful Futures Review (2015) points out some interesting points about changing the vocabulary used to describe achievements and experiences and changing to progression steps instead of age and stage related norms. If the New Curriculum for Wales (2022) carries these points through, the Welsh Education should strive and achieve better results compared to past PISA results.   
  
  
  
  
Part 3- Blog: The importance of adults caring for children realising the benefits that come with outdoor learning...  
  
As an Early Years practitioner, I have always wondered why a certain percentage of fellow colleagues and parents of the children I care for, have never considered the opportunities that lie in the outdoors that could benefit the children in their care in numerous ways.   
 As part of the Foundation Phase (2008) the current curriculum in Wales, there are guidelines for practitioners on how to implement outdoor learning. During the Foundation Phase evaluation (2015b: 64) it was highlighted that only 34% of practitioners, reported using the outdoors every day. The Welsh Government (2015: 3) mentions that the outdoor environment should promote discovery and independence and a greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning. 
 The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook (2009) highlights the many benefits outdoor learning can have on children’s development. These benefits include- physical activity which is not beneficial for just the body, but the mind also. As well as the opportunities to experience nature first-hand, problem solving with peers and social development.  The Four Purposes of the Foundation Phase (2008) mention the aim to create healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. The outdoors has many ways of ensuring children succeed in becoming healthy and confident individuals.  
 There is evidence dating back to 1984 from Kolb (1984 cited in McLeod, 2017) that mentions the benefits of children having opportunities to create knowledge through experiential learning. As well as Piaget (1936 cited in McLeod, 2018) who believed in children’s cognitive development being increased through hands on learning.  
 It is important to mention that the Foundation Phase outdoor learning handbook (2009) mentions that the outdoors is not an extra to the Foundation Phase and that the Foundation Phase and the outdoors are inseparable. Therefore, why are practitioners not taking full advantage of these opportunities? The Foundation Phase evaluation (2015b: 64) mentions that the outdoors was rarely used as an extension of the classroom. There should be a mandatory amount of training for practitioners prior to the New Curriculum for Wales (2019) to ensure practitioners are aware and fully understand the benefits it would have on the children in their care.   
According to the Foundation Phase evaluation (2015b: 64) When asked practitioners often noted how outdoor learning opportunities are often dependent on the weather conditions. Despite this, children are observed engaging in more vigarous and dynamic activities when they are outdoors and there was a higher percentage of child-led learning. As part of the New Curriculum (2019) there are aims for opportunities to allow children to carry out most activities outdoors as there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing. I feel this is the perspective every practitioner should have on outdoor learning.  Not only does the outdoors provide numerous opportunities for children to explore, it also gives practitioners the opportunity to observe children in somewhere other than the classroom.   
Childhoods have changed a considerable amount in the last decade, with most children now spending time in front of screens, instead of exploring their local parks, gardens and nature in general. According to Ofcom (2015) report, more than 53% of 3 and 4 year olds that their own tablet. However, there is no reason as to why children can not collaborate technology and the outdoors. Children can still stay up to date with technology while enjoying the outdoors. Children could take for example, a digital camera to take pictures of any mini beasts they may find or using a mobile phone map to aid them in the right direction of their desired destination. There are limitless amounts of opportunity for children, but it is vital adults encourage them to take part in as much as possible.  
 There are many websites that give many ideas as to where to take children to take part in hands on, experiential learning. A good website to look at for ideas is https://www.naturespath.com/en-ca/blog/7-fun-simple-outdoor-activities-kids/ where they list simple but engaging activities for children. Practitioners have a whole curriculum handbook to refer to when looking for ideas.  
 Children need to be given the chance to give their opinions on their learning and their voices should be heard by parents, teachers and Early Years practitioners. The UNCRC (1990) article 12 mentions the importance of respecting children’s views. This is important for all to remember when planning experiences and activities for children. By not giving children this chance to speak up, both parents and practitioners are taking away their right to having a voice and having their views respected.   
 The other wonderful aspect of the outdoors is that it can fit in to any theme a class could be studying. This links to children’s use of divergent thinking, Cropley (2015) explains that divergent thinking is a process that takes place when someone comes up with multiple answers for how we can view something. For example, a child could look at a skipping rope as a snake that is chasing them and that would link to a theme such as ‘wild animals.’ This is a process that children are known to excel at.   
Skills for the New Curriculum for Wales (2019) include creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem solving, personal effectiveness, and planning and organising, the outdoors has the power for children to cover all these skills. The outdoors can also encourage children to become ethical citizens by encouraging them to be kind to nature by looking after living things and learning about sustainability. 
For the practitioners and parents out there looking for activities to do with their children, open your door, take a few steps outside and let them breathe fresh air, let them kick a football or climb a tree as the possibilities and benefits of doing so are endless. Trust in the evidence that is clearly stated in the Foundation Phase (2009) outdoor learning handbook and give children experiences they will remember far more than a working on a work sheet while stuck indoors.  
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