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Play Based Curricula
[bookmark: _Int_ig3Bn1Bu]The Foundation Phase (FP) curriculum in Wales, launched in 2008, marked a significant shift towards play-based learning in early childhood education. Rooted in the principles of holistic development, it aimed to nurture the whole child; socially, emotionally, physically, and cognitively (Welsh Government, 2008). The Welsh Government took inspiration not only from Scandinavian early education models but also from key educational theorists. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, Vygotsky's sociocultural theory, and Bruner's emphasis on play and exploration all played a role in shaping the curriculum (Smidt, 2013; Thomas and Lewis, 2020). As a result, the Foundation Phase placed a high value on experiential learning, outdoor play, and child-led exploration (Siraj and Kingston 2015). 
In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), launched in 2022, represents a broader and more integrated vision for the continuum of education from three to sixteen. It is structured around four core purposes designed to develop ambitious capable learners and ethical, informed citizens (WG, 2024). With a focus on progression, flexibility, and learner autonomy, the new curriculum builds on the foundations laid by its predecessor while introducing a more future-orientated and inclusive approach (Knight and Crick, 2022). As Miller, Drury, and Cable (2012) highlight, the evolving role of practitioners in navigating curriculum changes and promoting reflective, inclusive practice is central to ensuring that both curricula meet the diverse needs of learners in a rapidly changing world. 
The FP placed a strong emphasis on active, experiential learning, recognising that young children learn best through doing, exploring, and interacting with their environment (Welsh Government, 2008; Beckley, 2012; McLachlan, Fleer and Edwards, 2018). The curriculum was structured around seven interconnected Areas of Learning: Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity; Language, Literacy, and Communication Skills; Mathematical Development; Knowledge and Understanding of the World; Physical Development; Creative Development; and Welsh Language Development (WG, 2008). It was intended to be delivered through integrated, cross-curricular experiences that reflected the holistic nature of early childhood development (Thomas and Lewis, 2020; Mueller and File, 2020).
A distinctive feature of the FP was the commitment to outdoor learning as a core pedagogical approach, not just an occasional activity. Outdoor environments were seen as extensions of the classroom, offering rich opportunities for physical, social, and cognitive development (Thomas and Lewis, 2020). The curriculum also promoted child-initiated learning, where children were encouraged to follow their interests and make choices about their activities, fostering independence and intrinsic motivation (Bruce, 2012; McLachlan, Fleer and Edwards, 2018). This was balanced with skillful adult guidance, ensuring that learning remained purposeful and developmentally appropriate (Reed and Canning, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Int_VSrSQEft]Furthermore, the FP encouraged continuous provision, a carefully planned environment that allowed children to revisit and deepen their learning over time. This approach supported the development of key skills such as problem-solving, collaboration, and resilience, aligning with the broader goals of lifelong learning (Beckley, 2012; Miller, Drury and Cable, 2012). The structure of the curriculum reflected a developmental, rather than age-based model, allowing for flexibility in how children progressed through early years (Siraj and Kingston, 2015; Williams, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_0iY2xGd8]The Curriculum for Wales (CfW), introduced in 2022, represents a significant evolution in early years education, offering a more integrated and flexible framework than its predecessor. It is structured around six Areas of Learning and Experiences (AoLEs): Health and Well-being; Language, Literacy, and Communication; Mathematics and numeracy; Science and Technology; Humanities; and Expressive Arts. These areas are designed to be cross-curricular and interconnected, encouraging practitioners to design learning experiences that reflect the real-world complexities children encounter (WG, 2022; MacLachlan, Fleer, and Edwards, 2018).
A key innovation in the CfW is the introduction of five developmental pathways: Belonging; Communication; Exploration; Physical Development; and Well-being. These pathways are not discrete subjects but rather developmental lenses through which learning is observed, supported, and assessed, allowing for a more personalised and responsive approach to early years education (WG, 2022; Mueller and File, 2020).
The curriculum also places a strong emphasis on progression, moving away from rigid age-based expectations towards a continuum of learning. This progression model is underpinned by the descriptions of learning that support practitioners identifying where a child is in their development and how best to support their next steps. This approach aligns with the curriculums broader aim to foster ambitious, capable learners who are prepared for a rapidly changing world (Knight and Crick, 2022; Willaims, 2023).
Moreover, the CfW encourages professional autonomy, giving early years practitioners the flexibility to design and deliver a curriculum that reflects the needs of their learners and communities. This shift empowers educators to be creative, reflective, and responsive, while still working within a national framework that ensures consistency and equity (WG, 2022; Reed and Canning, 2012; Miller, Drury and Cable, 2012).
While both the FP and CfW share a commitment to child-centered, play-based learning, their structural frameworks and pedagogical emphases reveal important differences. The FP was organised around seven distinct Areas of Learning, with a strong focus on practical, hands-on experiences and continuous provision that supported holistic development (WG, 2008). This approach aligns with Beckley’s (2012) emphasis on the importance of developmental appropriateness and the centrality of play in early learning environments. 
[bookmark: _Int_SMJBeXcQ]In contrast, the CfW adopts a more integrated and cross-curricular model, structured around six broad Areas of Learning and Experiences and five developmental pathways that span the early years and beyond (WG, 2022). This reflects a shift towards a capabilities-based curriculum, as discussed by Mueller and File (2020), where the focus is on what children can do and how they can apply their learning in meaningful contexts. The CfW also places greater emphasis on progression and practitioner autonomy, encouraging educators to design learning that is responsive to their learners’ needs and local contexts (Knight and Crick, 2022). This aligns with MacLachlan, Fleer, and Edwards (2018) view that early childhood curricula should be flexible, culturally relevant, and grounded in sociocultural theory. Moreover, as Williams (2023) notes, the CfW’s structure supports a more coherent alignment between curriculum and professional standards, promoting reflective practice and accountability.
Both curricula recognise the importance of quality improvement and change, but the CfW more explicitly empowers the practitioner to lead innovation within their settings’ a principle echoed by Reed and Canning (2012), who argue that sustainable change in early years education must be practitioner-led and context-sensitive.
Despite their shared commitment to play-based and child-centered learning, both the FP and CfW have faced challenges in implementation. The FP, while widely praised for its developmental approach, was criticised for inconsistencies in delivery across settings, particularly in relation to staff training, resource availability, and understanding of pedagogical principles (Siraj and Kingston, 2015). Some practitioners reported uncertainty about balancing child-led learning with curriculum expectations, leading to variability in quality (Thomas and Lewis, 2016).
Similarly, the CfW, though more flexible and future orientated, has raised concerns about practitioner readiness and workload. The increased autonomy requires a high level of professional confidence and curriculum design skills, which not all practitioners feel adequately prepared for (Knight and Crick, 2022; Williams, 2023). Moreover, the broad scope of the curriculum and the emphasis on progression, without fixed outcomes can create ambiguity, particularly for early years educators seeking clear developmental benchmarks (WG, 2022). As Reed and Canning (2012) argue, successful curriculum reform depends not only on policy design but also on sustained professional development and support for those responsible for delivering it.
One of the foundational expectations of play-based curricula is that ample time is provided for meaningful, sustained play experiences. The FP was designed to prioritise active learning and extended play sessions, ensuring that children had opportunities to explore and experiment in a natural, unpressured way (WG, 2008). However, in practice, many educators found themselves constrained by practicalities such as staffing ratios, time pressures, and assessment demands, leading to a reduction in truly uninterrupted play (Siraj and Kingston, 2015). Similarly, while the CfW allows for flexibility in structuring play-based learning, concerns have been raised about balancing the demands of formal learning expectations with child-led play. Practitioners often struggle to find sufficient time for deep play experiences while meeting developmental milestones and accountability measures (Williams, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_m2MzpONY]Both the FP and CfW emphasise the importance of holistic child development, yet there remains tension between play-based methodologies and measurable learning outcomes.  The FP was initially praised for fostering creativity, independence, and social competence, aligning with developmental theories (Thomas and Lewis, 2020). However, some studies suggest that inconsistencies in implementation led to gaps in literacy and numeracy skills, with some schools struggling to maintain rigorous assessment frameworks while embracing play (Siraj and Kingston, 2015). The CfW attempts to address this by offering a progression-based model rather than rigid benchmarks, but concerns persist about how well practitioners and policy makers can evaluate long-term learning success. Without standardised expectations, educators must rely on professional judgement, which varies significantly between settings (Knight and Crick, 2022).
Effective implementation of play-based curricula relies on well-trained, confident educators who understand how to integrate play with purposeful learning. In the FP, one challenge was the inconsistency in professional development opportunities, with some practitioners feeling underprepared to transition to a fully play-based approach (Beckley, 2012). The CfW, while promoting practitioner autonomy, introduces an additional layer of complexity. The expectation that educators design personalised learning experiences requires advanced curriculum design skills, ongoing professional reflection, and deeper pedagogical knowledge (Williams, 2023). Without sufficient investment in professional learning, there is a risk that autonomy leads to uncertainty rather than innovation, as some educators feel unsupported in translating theory into practice (Reed & Canning, 2012).
Leadership plays a crucial role in shaping the success of play-based curricula, ensuring that both policy and practical implementation align with intended outcomes. Under the FP, strong leadership was identified as a key factor in sustaining high-quality provision, with schools that had clear visions and committed leadership teams demonstrating more effective integration of play (Thomas & Lewis, 2020). However, inconsistent guidance across schools led to variations in quality and interpretation of the curriculum (Siraj & Kingston, 2015). In the CfW, the expectation is that leadership will guide curriculum innovation and empower educators to create meaningful learning experiences. While this promotes flexibility, it also places greater pressure on school leaders to navigate curricular ambiguity, leading to concerns about whether all settings have the capacity to implement the curriculum effectively (Knight & Crick, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_BhLtKy3I]Despite the shared emphasis on play in both curricula, practical limitations sometimes restrict its full realisation. The FP strongly advocated for child-led exploration, outdoor learning, and continuous provision, yet in many settings, practical constraints such as space, staffing, and resources impacted the quality of play (McLachlan, Fleer & Edwards, 2018). Similarly, the CfW supports a play-based, cross-curricular approach but introduces broader developmental pathways that require educators to make informed decisions about how play fits into structured learning experiences (Mueller & File, 2020). While the CfW offers increased flexibility, there remains a risk that external pressures, such as accountability measures, parental expectations, and funding limitations, may reduce opportunities for child-initiated play (Williams, 2023).
To address the challenges in both the FP and CfW, a balanced evaluation framework is essential; one that integrates quantitative measures with qualitative, observational assessments of play-based learning (Garone et al, 2022; Knight and Crick, 2022). Blended assessment methods can help capture holistic development while preserving educator flexibility (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_unKIOEGH]Ongoing professional development should be prioritised to equip educators with curriculum design skills, reflective practices, and adaptive pedagogy (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). Mentorship programs and collaborative learning communities can support teachers in translating theory into practice (Garone et al, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_POHq3l8B]Lastly, providing clear, consistent leadership is critical. School leaders need accessible guidelines and resources, along with opportunities to share responsibility. Strengthening leadership capacity will help schools navigate curricular ambiguities and external pressures, ensuring that play-based learning remains at the core of early education (Knight and Crick, 2022).
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The Hidden Cost of Undervalued Teaching Assistants
Wales is facing a growing crisis in the education workforce, and it’s not just about teachers, but also the unsung heroes of the classroom: teaching assistants (TAs).
TAs are a vital part of the school community, yet they are often undervalued, underpaid, and increasingly hard to recruit and retain (Webster, 2021). The consequences are rippling through the entire system, contributing to Wales’ declining performance in international benchmarks like the PISA tests (Cambrian News, 2024; BBC, 2023).
Program for International Student Assessment - PISA
PISA measures student performances in reading, mathematics, and science literacy across 88 countries and is conducted every three years. The most recent PISA results, published by the Welsh Government in December 2023, highlighted a worrying decline in educational performance across Wales. The results show that Wales recorded the lowest-ever scores across all subjects, with results falling behind all the other home nations (WG, 2023). 
While many factors contribute to these outcomes, the shortage of qualified and motivated support staff plays a significant role and suggests they are a consequence of systemic neglect (BBC, 2023).  
The Recruitment Struggle
According to Haines (2024), around 40% of teaching assistants plan to leave the profession within the first five years. The reasons behind this include low wages, limited career progression, and a lack of professional recognition. Unlike teachers, TAs often enter the profession with minimal qualifications and receive very little structured training or support once in post. 
This lack of investment is particularly troubling given the growing responsibilities TAs are often expected to undertake. With rising numbers of children entering the education system with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and English as an Additional Language (EAL), TAs are filling the gaps left by teacher shortages driven by budget cuts. Yet they do so without the pay, training, or respect that such responsibilities warrant (Hodgkins, Malomo and Solvason, 2024).
A Vicious Cycle
The underfunding of education in Wales, particularly in support roles, creates a vicious cycle. Poor pay and limited qualifications deter talented individuals from becoming TAs. Those that do often leave within the first few years, creating instability and inconsistency in classrooms. This affects student learning and contributes to poor academic outcomes, damaging Wales’ education system as a whole (Nelson, 2025).
Additionally, reports suggest that many TAs are expected to take on additional responsibilities, including covering absent teachers, without adequate compensation or professional recognition (Hodgkins, Malomo and Solvason, 2024). According to UNISON (2024) TAs in Wales are increasingly being relied upon to cover absent teachers without additional pay or formal lesson preparation. This situation is exacerbating the education workforce crisis, as many teaching assistants feel undervalued despite playing a vital role in supporting students.
Declining Numbers
The Education Workforce Council (EWC, 2023) reports a 6% decline in the number of TAs employed within schools, yet there is a year-on-year increase in supply staff, suggesting there is a growing need to fill these roles. However, working conditions make it challenging to retain staff, worsening the cycle of instability (Nelson, 2025).
What Needs to Change?
Professionalising the role
Wales must lead the way and professionalise the role of TAs. This could be achieved by introducing minimum qualification standards and structured training pathways. While professional standards exist, they remain non-statutory, leaving schools without a clear framework to ensure high-quality preparation for TAs. Strengthening these standards would equip TAs with the skills and confidence to support students effectively, reducing workforce instability and ensuring better educational outcomes (Hodgkins, Malomo and Solvason, 2024).
A Level 3 Certificate in Supporting Teaching and Learning should become the minimum qualification, guaranteeing that TAs enter the profession well-prepared (National Education Union, 2019). Additionally, funded Continuing Professional Development (CPD) programs would provide essential training, fostering career progression and long-term retention (WG, 2019). Creating a national TA accreditation scheme would formally recognise expertise, reinforcing their critical role within the education system.
The Welsh Government must enhance TA training through professional learning initiatives, making them mandatory and fully funded to truly drive change. Investment in TA professionalisation would boost student support, attract skilled professionals, and stabilise the education system, ensuring Wales meets the growing needs of its classrooms (WG, 2019). Furthermore, investing in qualification standards, training, and accreditation would elevate the status of the profession. 
Public perception plays a crucial role in recruitment and retention; when TAs are seen as highly trained professionals rather than informal support staff, more talented individuals will be attracted to the role. Recognising their expertise through structured career pathways and fair wages would increase job satisfaction and encourage long-term commitment, creating a more respected and stable workforce that benefits students and the education system as a whole (Nelson, 2025; Hodgkins, Malomo and Solvason, 2024).
Pay
One of the most immediate and impactful solutions to the teaching assistant crisis in Wales is increasing wages. Higher pay would not only attract and retain skilled professionals but also acknowledge the vital role TAs play in supporting students, particularly those with additional learning needs. Without fair compensation, the sector will continue to experience high turnover rates, adding to instability in classrooms and declining student outcomes. Investing in competitive salaries would foster career progression, improve job satisfaction, and ultimately enhance the quality of education across Wales (WG, 2025; UNISON, 2025).
Restoring & Improving Funding for ALN and EAL Support
Restoring ALN and EAL funding would directly improve the TA situation by reducing strain on support staff, ensuring specialised training, and creating stability in classrooms. Without dedicated funding, schools struggle to provide tailored interventions, leaving TAs overburdened and underprepared. Restoring these funds would enable schools to hire more specialist staff, offer proper training, and compensate TAs fairly for their critical roles in supporting vulnerable learners (Hodgkins, Malomo and Solvason, 2024).
Conclusion
TAs are not optional extras; they are the backbone of all schools across Wales, ensuring that every student, including the most vulnerable, receives the support they need to thrive. If the Welsh Government is serious about improving educational outcomes, including PISA scores, and achieving equity in education, it must start investing in those who make inclusive learning possible every day. “Sticking plaster” solutions are no longer enough. What is needed now more than ever is a comprehensive strategy that values all educators, from teachers to teaching assistants, and provides them with the tools, training, and respect that they deserve to deliver meaningful and lasting educational change.

	
	
	



