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I have only used AI to help me reduce text to read and understand it better or to help me pull out important key facts to include in my work.
Part 1
What has happened or changed since the foundation phase to the new curriculum for Wales 
NAEYC,( 2022) states that play-based learning is an approach in which children learn through play, either independently, through guided activities, or within structured games. It recognises children as active learners who build knowledge through exploration, experimentation, problem-solving, and social interaction. Practitioners support learning by facilitating experiences rather than directly instructing children. Research suggests that play-based learning is effective because it promotes active engagement, meaningful experiences, collaboration, and repeated opportunities to develop understanding. While free play encourages independence and creativity, guided play can be particularly effective in supporting specific learning outcomes while maintaining children's involvement and choice.
The two selected early years curricula are the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales. The Foundation Phase is a play-based, child-centred framework for children aged 3–7, focusing on holistic development through active learning and seven Areas of Learning. The Curriculum for Wales builds on these principles but offers greater flexibility, broader learning goals, and progression steps, while still emphasising play-based and experiential learning. Both curricula provide a foundation for exploring the challenges of implementing play-based approaches in early years settings (Welsh Government, 2008), (Welsh Government, 2022)
This essay will critically analyse the challenges associated with implementing play-based approaches in early years settings. It will examine the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales, comparing and contrasting the two curricula in terms of their approaches to play-based learning, their structure, guidance for practitioners, and the practical challenges of embedding play as a central pedagogical strategy. 
Foundation Phase (Wales) vs Curriculum for Wales (Early Years)
The Foundation Phase promotes child-centred, experiential learning, where children are viewed as active participants in their own development. Learning experiences are planned around children's interests, abilities, and individual needs, while hands-on activities such as outdoor exploration, role play, practical investigations, and problem-solving help children construct knowledge through direct experience. Practitioners act as facilitators who observe, support, and extend learning, promoting physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development. This approach recognises that each child develops differently and aims to provide meaningful, engaging, and developmentally appropriate learning opportunities (Welsh Government, 2008).
Welsh Government, (2008) states that learning through play and first-hand experiences is a fundamental principle of the Foundation Phase. Children are encouraged to actively explore their environment, investigate ideas, and engage in practical experiences that support their development. Through play-based activities, children develop problem-solving, communication, and social skills while building knowledge and understanding in meaningful contexts. This approach places children at the centre of their learning and recognises that active engagement promotes deeper learning and development 
Welsh Government, 2008 Highlights that the Foundation Phase is organised around seven Areas of Learning designed to support the all-round development of children. These areas include Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity; Language, Literacy and Communication Skills; Mathematical Development; Welsh Language Development; Knowledge and Understanding of the World; Physical Development; and Creative Development. Collectively, they aim to nurture children's intellectual, physical, social, emotional, and creative abilities. Learning experiences are frequently connected across these areas through play-based and hands-on approaches, allowing children to acquire knowledge and develop skills in meaningful and engaging ways. This method encourages children to take an active role in their learning by exploring, questioning, and investigating their surroundings while building confidence, independence, and enthusiasm for learning. 
Welsh Government (2019) says there are strength of what the foundation phase involves and does to help children with their development. The Foundation Phase is strong in promoting child-centred, play-based learning that supports creativity, exploration, and hands-on understanding. It encourages holistic development, including social, emotional, physical, and academic growth, while integrating outdoor learning to enhance problem-solving and wellbeing. The curriculum also fosters curiosity, cultural awareness, and respect for diversity. Its flexible, individualized approach allows children to learn at their own pace, building confidence, independence, creativity and positive attitudes toward learning
Despite its benefits, implementing a play-based curriculum can present several challenges. Limited resources, staff shortages, and large class sizes can make it difficult for practitioners to provide high-quality, child-centred learning experiences. Assessing children's progress can also be challenging, as observations and developmental assessments are often time-consuming and may rely on professional judgement. Additionally, some children, particularly those with additional learning or behavioural needs, may require extra support to fully engage in play-based activities. Another challenge is ensuring a smooth transition from play-focused learning in the early years to the more formal teaching approaches used in later stages of education (Mbatha, 2024). 
Welsh Government (2024)  values that the Curriculum for Wales is designed around a progression-based approach, which focuses on the development of knowledge, skills, and experiences over time rather than strict age-related expectations. This approach recognises that children learn at different rates and allows practitioners to track individual progress, supporting personalised learning and promoting confidence and wellbeing. By emphasising progression, the curriculum aims to ensure that all learners can reach their potential regardless of starting point or ability
The Curriculum for Wales is underpinned by four purposes that aim to develop children and young people into ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. These purposes provide the foundation for curriculum design and support learners in developing the knowledge, skills, values, and experiences needed for lifelong learning and active participation in society. The curriculum encourages children to become independent thinkers, effective communicators, creative problem-solvers, and responsible citizens who understand their rights, responsibilities, and the importance of sustainability. It also promotes physical and emotional wellbeing, resilience, confidence, and positive relationships. By placing the four purposes at the centre of learning, the Curriculum for Wales aims to support the holistic development of learners and prepare them for future education, employment, and life in a diverse and changing world (Welsh Government, 2024).
Welsh Government, (2024) states that the Curriculum for Wales maintains a strong focus on play and experiential learning in the early years, recognising that young children learn best through hands-on, meaningful activities. By engaging in play, children develop creativity, problem-solving skills, and social and emotional competencies, while exploring the world around them. Experiential learning encourages curiosity, independence, and critical thinking, allowing children to construct knowledge actively rather than passively receiving information. This approach aligns with the curriculum’s four purposes, supporting holistic development and preparing learners to become confident, capable, and engaged individuals.
Welsh Government (2024) Tells us that there are strength when it comes to the curriculum for Wales. The Curriculum for Wales is built on flexibility, interdisciplinary learning, and well-being. It shifts the focus from rote memorization to real-life skills, empowering teachers to design localized, engaging lessons that prepare students to become adaptable and ethically informed citizens of the world. The Curriculum for Wales promotes a flexible and learner-centred approach that supports children’s individual needs and development. Its progression-based structure encourages continuous learning rather than focusing on age-related expectations. Through the four purposes, the curriculum aims to develop children into ambitious, creative, ethical, and confident individuals. It also continues to value play-based and experiential learning while supporting holistic development, wellbeing, and preparation for lifelong learning


The Curriculum for Wales offers schools flexibility to design tailored learning, but this creates several challenges. Teachers face increased workload and planning pressures, as they must develop local curricula with limited guidance and resources. Broad guidelines can lead to inconsistencies between schools, making student progression difficult to track, especially without traditional attainment targets. Aligning the curriculum with standard examinations, such as GCSEs, is challenging, and there is a risk that disadvantaged schools may struggle to provide the same opportunities as better-resourced schools (Smith, 2020)
The Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales share a commitment to child-centred learning, holistic development, and the use of play as a key pedagogical approach. Both curricula recognise the importance of supporting children's social, emotional, physical, and cognitive development through meaningful learning experiences. However, they differ in several important ways. The Foundation Phase was organised around key stages and specific Areas of Learning, providing a more structured framework for early years education. In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales offers a seamless continuum of learning for learners aged 3–16 and is organised around six broad Areas of Learning and Experience, giving schools greater flexibility in curriculum design. 
Assessment has also changed, with the Foundation Phase using baseline profiles and statutory assessments, whereas the Curriculum for Wales focuses on progression over time through broad progression steps rather than fixed attainment targets. While the Foundation Phase centred on learning through play as a distinct early years approach, the Curriculum for Wales extends play-based and experiential learning into wider real-world contexts. Furthermore, the Foundation Phase primarily focused on holistic child development, whereas the Curriculum for Wales is guided by the Four Purposes, which aim to develop ambitious, capable, enterprising, ethical, and healthy individuals. Overall, the Curriculum for Wales builds upon the strengths of the Foundation Phase while providing a broader and more flexible framework for learning (Welsh Government, 2008), Welsh Government, 2020)
Welsh Government (2026) states that there are similarities between the foundation phase and the new curriculum for Wales. It says that they both promote play-based, child-centred learning and recognise the importance of supporting children's holistic development. They encourage learning through first-hand experiences, exploration, and active engagement, allowing children to develop independence, creativity, and problem-solving skills. In both curricula, practitioners play a key role in observing, supporting, and extending children's learning through meaningful interactions. Additionally, both frameworks value continuous assessment, outdoor learning, and developmentally appropriate practice, ensuring that learning experiences are tailored to children's individual needs and stages of development.

Part 2-
Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ 
Ambition Institute (2025) expresses that the principle of the unique child within the curriculum highlights that every child is an individual with their own needs, abilities, and stages of development. It is a key element of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework and is embedded in its statutory guidance. This principle focuses on understanding and supporting each child’s personal learning journey, recognising that development and progress can vary from one child to another. It also emphasises the importance of providing personalised support to help all children reach their full potential within early years education and care. 
EEF,  (2025) also indicates that the concept of the unique child within the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) refers to the understanding that every child is an individual who develops at their own pace and in their own way. It recognises that children have different strengths, needs, and learning styles, and therefore require personalised approaches to support their development. Educators are encouraged to build strong, informed relationships with each child so they can adapt teaching and care to suit their specific needs. This principle also highlights the importance of identifying children who may need additional support, particularly in areas such as language and communication, and providing targeted interventions to help them make progress. The unique child approach ensures that all children are valued as individuals and given the opportunity to reach their full potential through tailored learning experiences.
Standards and Testing Agency, (2014) states the Foundation Phase Profile is part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Developmental Assessment Framework  and is used to assess children’s learning and development throughout the Foundation Phase. It provides a nationally consistent approach to baseline and end-of-phase assessment, helping practitioners use observations and formative assessment to deliver a holistic, developmentally appropriate curriculum.
It also supports the early identification of developmental delays, Special Educational Needs (SEN), or Additional Learning Needs (ALN), ensuring that appropriate support can be provided. In addition, it helps improve communication between practitioners, health professionals, and parents, and supports smooth transitions between settings and schools. The Profile is structured into a Compact Profile for baseline assessment and a Full Profile for end-of-phase assessment, both based on skills ladders across four Areas of Learning: Language, Literacy and Communication; Mathematical Development; Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity; and Physical Development. 
Ewing Foundation (2025) tells us that the Foundation Phase Profile is an assessment framework used to evaluate children’s development across the early years. It is made up of several key components, including a handbook, record forms, a compact profile form, and a full profile form, each designed to support consistent recording and tracking of children’s progress. The profile allows practitioners to gather evidence through observation and formative assessment, producing summative outcomes across the Areas of Learning. These areas include Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity; Language, Literacy and Communication Skills; Mathematical Development; and Physical Development. The Foundation Phase Profile provides a structured way for educators to monitor children’s skills and development across a range of learning experiences.
Welsh Government (2017) indicates that in practice, the Foundation Phase Profile is used to support children’s transition into new settings and to track their progress from the age of three through to the end of the Foundation Phase. It helps practitioners gather consistent assessment information in nurseries and schools, including during baseline assessment in Reception and at the end of Year 2, using a shared outcomes scale so that progress can be compared over time.
At entry, practitioners use the Profile’s skill ladders to observe and record early development, which is particularly useful for children in the earliest stages of learning. This also supports planning, differentiation, and identifying next steps in learning. For baseline assessment, the Compact Profile is used during the first six weeks in Reception, relying on informal, ongoing observations rather than formal testing. This approach helps practitioners build a broad understanding of each child’s abilities, interests, and developmental stage.
The Full Profile is used later in the Foundation Phase to assess all skill ladders across the Areas of Learning, usually at the end of Year 2, providing a more detailed picture of progress. The Profile in practice is an observational, development-focused tool that supports early assessment, ongoing tracking, and end-of-phase outcomes while helping practitioners tailor learning to individual children (Welsh Government, 2017).
Welsh Government, (2017) Talks about the strength of using the foundation phase profile as an assessment. The Foundation Phase Profile is a key assessment tool that provides a nationally consistent framework for tracking children’s development across the Foundation Phase in Wales. It ensures that progress is measured in a standardised way across different settings, allowing practitioners to monitor development fairly and accurately from nursery through to the end of Year 2. For example, skills ladders can be used to track progress in areas such as language development or early numeracy in a consistent and structured way.
A major strength of the Profile is its holistic approach, as it assesses all Areas of Learning rather than focusing solely on academic skills. This means that a child’s social interaction, emotional development, and physical abilities are valued alongside early literacy and numeracy, providing a full picture of development.
It is also effective in supporting early identification of additional needs such as SEN or ALN. Through ongoing observation, practitioners can recognise delays in areas such as speech or social development and put targeted support in place early. In addition, the Profile improves communication between practitioners, parents, and schools, helping to ensure smooth transitions and continuity in learning. Overall, it provides a reliable and well-rounded system for supporting children’s development.
Welsh Government (2022) States that although the Foundation Phase Profile is a useful assessment tool, it does have several weaknesses. One key issue is that it can be time-consuming for practitioners, as it relies heavily on continuous observation and detailed recording, which may reduce time available for direct teaching and interaction. It may also lead to a “tick-box” approach, where the focus becomes completing assessment criteria rather than fully engaging with children’s learning in a meaningful way.
In addition, the Profile may not always fully reflect individual needs, as it is based on a standardised framework that can overlook differences in learning styles and development. Language barriers can also affect outcomes, particularly for children in Welsh-medium settings who come from English-speaking homes. Furthermore, while it can help highlight potential additional learning needs, it is not a diagnostic tool, meaning some developmental issues may not be identified early or in depth. Overall, these limitations suggest it should be used alongside professional judgement and other assessment methods.
The use of the Foundation Phase Profile can be affected by several significant barriers that may limit its effectiveness in practice. One key challenge is inadequate adult-to-child ratios, which can restrict the amount of time practitioners have to observe children closely within play-based, child-led environments. Since the Profile relies heavily on ongoing observation, limited staffing can reduce the quality and depth of assessment. In addition, the complexity of some learners’ needs can make it difficult for the Profile to capture a full and accurate picture of development, particularly for children who require more specialised or individualised assessment approaches (Welsh Government, 2022)
Another barrier is material deprivation, where a lack of resources can impact the quality of learning experiences and reduce opportunities for meaningful observation and evidence gathering. This can make it harder for practitioners to assess children fairly and consistently. Contextual factors also play an important role, as schools in socio-economically disadvantaged areas may face additional pressures that affect how effectively the Profile can be implemented. These combined barriers highlight that, although the Foundation Phase Profile is a valuable assessment tool, its effectiveness is influenced by wider structural and environmental factors within early years settings (Welsh Government, 2022).
Overall, the Foundation Phase Profile is a valuable assessment tool that supports a consistent and holistic approach to tracking children’s learning and development across the early years in Wales. It helps practitioners monitor progress, identify additional learning needs early, and support smooth transitions between settings. However, its effectiveness depends on factors such as time, resources, and practitioner capacity, which can create challenges in practice. Despite these limitations, it remains an important framework for promoting child-centred assessment and supporting children’s overall development.



















Part 3- Why Outdoor Play Should Be Part of Every Child’s Day!
Introduction
Outdoor play is more than just fun it’s a fundamental part of children’s learning and wellbeing. Incorporating daily outdoor experiences helps children develop physically, socially, and emotionally while fostering curiosity, independence, and resilience. Outdoor play is essential for children’s development, supporting both physical and social-emotional growth. It helps build gross motor skills, coordination, and balance, while also stimulating problem-solving, resilience, and social skills. Beyond these benefits, outdoor play is inherently enjoyable, children can run, climb, explore, and engage creatively with their environment. By making outdoor play a regular part of the day, early years settings provide children with opportunities to learn, develop, and thrive in a fun, stimulating, and safe environment (Resources, 2022).
Children benefit significantly from spending time outdoors, as it supports their cognitive, emotional, and physical development. Outdoor play provides opportunities to relax, improve concentration, engage in imaginative activities, and reduce stress and anxiety through physical exercise. Natural environments also encourage exploration and learning, while features such as sensory gardens can create calming spaces that promote wellbeing and sensory development. Overall, access to outdoor environments contributes positively to children's health, learning, and emotional resilience (Early Years Allian ce 2023).
Department for Education (2023) expresses that outdoor play aligns closely with the aims of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), particularly in promoting holistic development, wellbeing, and learning through exploration. Development Matters emphasises that children learn best through play and independent exploration, with opportunities to develop physically, socially, emotionally, and cognitively. The guidance highlights that physical activity is vital for children’s all-round development and that play, both indoors and outdoors, supports confidence, wellbeing, problem-solving, and curiosity. Outdoor environments therefore provide meaningful opportunities for children to explore, take risks, make independent choices, and develop resilience while supporting all areas of learning.
How Outdoor Play Supports Children's Learning and Development
Physical Development
Outdoor play inherently promotes physical activity, which is essential for the development of strength, coordination, and overall health. Activities such as running, climbing, and jumping enhance motor skills while supporting cardiovascular fitness and muscle development. Increased engagement in outdoor activities has been associated with lower rates of obesity and a reduced risk of developing near sightedness in children. Additionally, exposure to sunlight during outdoor play facilitates the production of vitamin D, which is crucial for bone health and the proper functioning of the immune system (Lucchetti,2023).
Cognitive and Creative Development
Reality Pathing (2026) tells us that Cognitive development provides important benefits that support a child’s learning and overall development. It strengthens key mental skills such as memory, attention, problem-solving, and reasoning, helping children understand and interact with their environment more effectively. As these abilities improve, children become more confident in learning new information, adapting to challenges, and thinking critically. It also supports language development and communication, which helps build positive social relationships. In addition, strong cognitive skills create a solid foundation for academic success in areas like reading and mathematics.
Social and Emotional Benefits
Outdoor play provides a wide range of social and emotional benefits for children, supporting their overall development. It helps children build important social skills such as cooperation, communication, and problem-solving through shared activities and group interactions. It also promotes emotional growth by encouraging resilience, creativity, and a stronger sense of connection to the natural environment. In addition, outdoor play supports physical development by improving both gross and fine motor skills through activities like running, jumping, climbing, and building with natural materials. Regular time spent outdoors also promotes physical fitness, contributing to better cardiovascular health, muscle strength, and bone development (Medical News Today, 2023).
Health and Wellbeing
Kids First Services (2025) says that by Spending time outdoors has a significant positive impact on children’s emotional well-being by helping to reduce stress levels and improve overall mood. Natural environments provide calming and restorative effects, allowing children to feel more relaxed and less overwhelmed by daily pressures. Exposure to outdoor play also supports the release of energy and emotions in a healthy way, which can help reduce feelings of anxiety or frustration. In addition, being in green and open spaces encourages emotional resilience by allowing children to experience independence, take safe risks, and build confidence in their abilities. Over time, these experiences contribute to improved self-esteem, better emotional regulation, and a stronger sense of well-being, helping children to develop more positive mental health outcomes.
Practical Considerations for Daily Outdoor Play
Children are recommended to engage in at least 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity each day for those aged 5 to 17, while younger children are encouraged to be active for several hours throughout the day. This level of physical activity supports healthy growth, development, and overall wellbeing. It is also recognised that meaningful opportunities for movement and play do not require large spaces, as even small outdoor environments such as backyards, playgrounds, and community gardens can provide valuable experiences that encourage physical activity and exploration. For children who may have limited access to outdoor areas, indoor active play, such as movement games and physical activities within the home, can help to partially replicate these benefits and still support their physical development (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2024)
UNICEF (2025) Also adds on that children need to experience Safe and effective outdoor play which requires careful attention to supervision, inclusivity, and the learning environment. Practitioners use risk–benefit assessments to ensure that children can explore and take part in challenging activities while still remaining safe, and they provide age-appropriate equipment to support their development. Inclusive practice is also essential, ensuring that children of all abilities are able to participate fully in outdoor experiences through suitable adaptations and support. In addition, the environment plays a key role in promoting learning, with stimulating outdoor spaces that include natural and open-ended resources such as logs, sand, and water encouraging creativity, exploration, and problem-solving.
Engaging Parents
Kids Connected By Design (2025) Parents can encourage outdoor play by using clear expectations, positive reinforcement, and leading by example. Setting specific goals, such as spending a set amount of time outside or completing an outdoor activity, helps children understand what is expected and provides structure. Praising and rewarding children when they achieve these goals reinforces positive behaviour and increases their motivation to engage in outdoor activities.
Parents can also act as role models by participating in outdoor activities themselves, such as walking, cycling, or playing sports with their children. This demonstrates the value of physical activity and helps children develop positive attitudes towards being active outdoors. Research suggests that children are more likely to be active when they see their parents engaging in outdoor play, as parental behaviour strongly influences their habits and motivation.
To conclude, outdoor play is a fundamental part of children’s development rather than an optional extra. It supports holistic growth by enhancing physical health, cognitive skills, emotional well-being, and social development, all of which are key aims within early years education and curriculum frameworks. Through outdoor experiences, children are able to explore, take safe risks, solve problems, and develop confidence while engaging with the natural world. These opportunities also encourage creativity, independence, and resilience, which are essential for lifelong learning and wellbeing. Therefore, practitioners play an important role in ensuring that outdoor play is embedded into daily routines and planned meaningfully. By prioritising regular outdoor experiences, early years settings can create enriching environments where children learn through enjoyment, curiosity, and active exploration, ensuring that every child has the opportunity to thrive (UNICEF, 2025)
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