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Section 1
Having a curriculum to follow is important for children to get the best education. The Foundation Phase (FP) Curriculum became active in September 2010 until September 2022, when the New Curriculum for Wales took over (Welsh Government 2015). 
Whereas Reggio Emilia started in 1945 and has been in place for 80 years, it remains a great approach and curriculum. This has led to many curricula around the world being inspired by Reggio Emilia. Reggio Emilia has become an inspiration everywhere. They recognised the importance of play-based learning and a child-centred approach; Reggio Emilia adapted this into their learning (Reggio Emilia Approach, No Date). Dr Nikki Jones (2025) talks about how the Foundation Phase in Wales, a forward-thinking early years curriculum reform influenced by approaches such as Reggio Emilia, Te Whāriki, and Scandinavian models. 
The Foundation Phase Curriculum Outcomes, which incorporate baseline assessment scales and national curriculum level descriptions, are essential in guiding statutory teacher assessments conducted at the end of each phase. Each Area of Learning includes six outcomes, with outcomes 5 and 6 closely corresponding to years 1–3 descriptions. Together, these provide educators with a solid framework for assessing children’s development and designing educational plans that effectively respond to their changing needs (Welsh Government, 2022).
Maynard and Chicken discuss in their 2010 research that growing concerns in Wales about the increasing formalisation of early childhood education prompted the creation of the Foundation Phase Framework for children aged three to seven, which promotes a holistic, play-based approach to learning. Following the Reggio Emilia travelling exhibition, funding was provided for a project that enabled teachers to explore Reggio-inspired philosophies and practices as a way to deepen their understanding of pedagogy and reflective thinking. In the context of the Foundation Phase, the project also aimed to encourage teachers to engage with child-led learning. 
However, viewing their practice “through another lens” revealed that many teachers remained committed to approaches shaped by prescribed, subject-focused outcomes. This orientation affected how they interpreted key principles of the Reggio philosophy and contributed to challenges in implementing genuinely child-led learning. The study concluded that shifting away from a subject-centred approach, especially within a framework that includes set learning outcomes, poses significant challenges for teachers.
Dr Nikki Jones states in their 2025 paper, the initiative was designed to foster holistic, play-based, and child-centred learning, with the dual aims of improving outcomes for all learners and reducing disparities among those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Nonetheless, findings from the mixed-methods study highlight ongoing difficulties in realising these ambitions. Using data from a national survey of Foundation Phase Lead Practitioners and semi-structured interviews with teachers working in socio-economically deprived areas, the study reveals that, while many practitioners share the curriculum’s pedagogical ideals, implementation is constrained by contextual factors. Major obstacles include insufficient adult-to-child ratios, diverse learner needs, and material deprivation, all of which limit opportunities for genuine play-based and child-led learning. 
Moreover, the curriculum’s underlying assumptions about children’s prior experiences and available resources tend to amplify existing inequalities. These findings carry significant implications for the equity and scalability of progressive educational reforms, particularly as Wales seeks to extend these principles through its new Curriculum for Wales up to age sixteen. The study concluded by emphasising the need for sustained policy attention, sufficient resources, and long-term support to ensure that such reforms achieve their inclusive and equitable goals. 
Play is a fundamental means through which children learn and develop. The Welsh Government acknowledges its vital role in childhood, as highlighted in the statutory guidance Wales – A Play Friendly Country (2014), which states: “The Welsh Government places excellent value on play and its importance in the lives of children in our society… We also believe that play is essential for the growth in children’s cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development.”
The Foundation Phase curriculum is firmly grounded in the principle of learning through play, making it a central element of early education in Wales. Research consistently shows that play-based learning is a powerful and effective approach. It supports the development of children’s language and communication abilities, encourages creativity, and fosters curiosity through exploration and experimentation. Play also nurtures confidence, independence, and self-regulation, allowing children to take initiative, test ideas, and learn from mistakes without fear of failure. Moreover, it provides valuable opportunities to build social skills, such as negotiation, cooperation, and relationship-building, helping children to understand themselves and others within a supportive, engaging environment (Welsh Gov, 2019).
A comprehensive overview of these and other educational statistics—covering schools, examinations, finance, and post-compulsory education—was released by the Welsh Assembly Government’s Statistical Directorate in April 2007. The report also outlined key challenges and major government initiatives shaping education policy in Wales (Welsh Government, 2019).
Lorenzo Manera (2022) speaks about how the Reggio Emilia Approach is an internationally recognised educational philosophy and pedagogy for early childhood education. First draws on recent and relevant scholarly literature to outline the key features of this approach. These include the significance of the learning environment, the practice of pedagogical documentation, the theory of the hundred languages, the principle of participation, and the aesthetic and visual dimensions of education. A specific focus is placed on the characteristics of the learning environment, which form the basis for a research instrument developed within a project promoted by the Reggio Children Foundation.
Furthermore, light is shed on aspects of the Reggio Emilia Approach that have been only partially addressed in existing research, particularly its inclusive dimension. By examining the aesthetic foundation of the approach, it explores how Loris Malaguzzi’s vision shaped learning environments that embrace diversity and openness. It also considers other key influences that contributed to the development of the inclusive ethos central to the Reggio Emilia Approach.
Sally Power Et. Al, talk in their 2018 piece, for over a century, debates about the most effective ways to educate young children have persisted, often driven more by ideological beliefs than by empirical research. This is perhaps unsurprising, given the challenges of systematically and comparatively assessing pupil progress. The introduction of a new child-centred curriculum in Wales, however, has provided a valuable opportunity to do so. Implemented in 2008, the Foundation Phase curriculum aims to offer all children aged 3 to 7 a developmental, experiential, and play-based learning experience.
Findings from a comprehensive three-year evaluation of this initiative indicate that children’s progress and well-being are most enhanced in settings where the core principles of the Foundation Phase are fully implemented. Nonetheless, the results also reveal inconsistencies in progress across groups, with some children benefiting more than others. Boys and those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds appear to gain the least from this approach.
Drawing on Basil Bernstein’s theoretical framework, the study investigates the underlying reasons for these disparities, focusing on factors such as teacher attitudes, teacher–student interactions, and resource availability. It concludes by emphasising that unless these challenges are addressed, the advantages of child-centred educational models will not be equitably realised by all learners.
Early Excellence Inspiration Learning (NO DATE) highlights that, within Reggio-inspired schools, there is a strong commitment to involving parents as active participants in their children’s learning journey. These schools intentionally build and maintain long-term partnerships with families and the wider community, recognising the vital role such collaboration plays in enhancing educational outcomes. Research consistently highlights that parental engagement is a key factor in improving children’s development and learning in the early years.
Central to the Reggio Emilia philosophy is the belief that meaningful connections between the early years setting, the family, and the community create continuity in children’s experiences and foster a shared sense of belonging and identity.
Importantly, the Reggio Emilia Approach is not a prescribed curriculum but an educational philosophy. Learning emerges through exploration, inquiry, and project-based experiences, either individually or collaboratively. These projects allow children to make choices, express their ideas, and engage with subjects that hold personal significance. By encouraging investigation of topics that matter to them, children experience learning as an authentic, dynamic, and deeply meaningful process.
Conclusion:
In summary, both the Reggio Emilia Approach and the Welsh Foundation Phase Curriculum emphasise the value of child-centred, play-based, and experiential learning as the foundation for high-quality early education. The Reggio Emilia philosophy, established in 1945, has profoundly influenced global early years practice, including Wales’ Foundation Phase, by highlighting the importance of creativity, exploration, and the child’s active role in shaping their own learning. Similarly, the Foundation Phase, implemented between 2010 and 2022, sought to create a more holistic and developmentally appropriate framework for children aged three to seven, encouraging curiosity, independence, and collaboration through purposeful play.
Research consistently supports these principles, demonstrating that play-based learning enhances children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development, while also building essential communication and problem-solving skills. However, evidence from Welsh studies also highlights ongoing challenges in fully realising these ideals. Issues such as limited resources, socio-economic inequalities, and variations in teacher practice have constrained the effective implementation of child-led approaches. These barriers particularly affect children from disadvantaged backgrounds, calling for greater policy focus, investment, and professional development to ensure equity and inclusion.
Ultimately, the success of progressive early education models like the Foundation Phase depends on sustained collaboration between educators, policymakers, families, and communities. The Reggio Emilia Approach demonstrates that when children are respected as capable, creative learners, and when their environments and relationships are thoughtfully designed, learning becomes both meaningful and empowering. Wales’ continued evolution toward the New Curriculum presents an opportunity to strengthen these principles, ensuring that all children, regardless of background, can thrive through play, exploration, and active participation in their own learning journey.
Section 2
McMahon and Dyer (2018) highlight that, drawing on the real-world experiences of those studying early childhood education and care, this book guides students as they progress from learners to confident, qualified professionals equipped with advanced knowledge and practical skills. By integrating in-depth theory, current research, and real-life case studies, Advanced Work-based Practice in the Early Years helps students bridge the gap between theory and practice. It encourages them to recognise the competencies, understanding, and personal attributes essential for success as graduate practitioners. The chapters explore a wide range of contemporary topics, including ethical practice, safeguarding and child protection, children’s voices, mentoring, observation and assessment, and the social and cultural influences on child development. Featuring reflective exercises, practical guidance, and authentic student examples, this book serves as a valuable resource for early years students navigating the transition from academic learning to professional practice in the field. 
Daniels (2011) notes that, although educators generally acknowledge that learning dispositions play a significant role in shaping the learning process, there is still no clear consensus on how to define them, how they develop, or the extent to which defining them is useful. Katz (1998, p. 30) characterises dispositions as “habits of mind, tendencies to respond in certain ways,” implying that they are both inherent and shaped by experience. Similarly, Carr (1999) expands on this idea, suggesting that dispositions influence how individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to the world by “guiding the interpretation and editing of experiences in characteristic ways.”
The (NDNA) National Day Nursery Association (No Date) speaks about a key principle of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is the belief that every child is unique, continually learning and developing into a resilient, capable, confident, and self-assured individual. As a manager, practitioner, or key person within an early year setting, it is essential to regularly review and reflect on your learning environments, planning, and communication with parents and children. This ongoing evaluation helps ensure that the individual learning needs, interests, and care requirements of every child are effectively met and supported.
Early Excellent Inspirational Learning (No Date) addresses assessment that should mainly draw on practitioners’ professional understanding and observations of the child, as outlined in both the EYFS Statutory Framework and the EYFS Profile Handbook. This requires staff to interact meaningfully with children in different situations, responding thoughtfully to their learning and observing with clear intent. It is also important to note that not all observations need to be documented. The EYFS Statutory Framework specifically advises against excessive evidence collection. What truly matters is that practitioners possess a solid knowledge of child development, supported by professional training, reflective discussions, and consistent moderation within the team.
Lumen Candela (No Date) expresses how assessing young children differs significantly from assessing older students or adults, primarily because of how young children learn. Rather than relying on abstract thinking or written tasks, young children build knowledge through hands-on, concrete, and interactive experiences. They learn best by touching and manipulating materials, creating and constructing, listening to and acting out stories, communicating, singing, and engaging in varied types of play across different environments. As a result, their understanding and abilities are most effectively demonstrated through alternative forms of assessment rather than traditional paper-and-pencil tests.
Assessment in early childhood is also complex because children’s development is rapid, uneven, and heavily influenced by their surroundings. Growth occurs in bursts, with fluctuations across physical, cognitive, social, and emotional domains, and every child develops at an individual pace. Furthermore, children come from diverse cultural, familial, and experiential backgrounds, making it clear that a uniform assessment approach cannot accurately capture the abilities of all learners.
Another challenge is the time required to conduct developmentally appropriate assessments. These are best carried out individually, by the child’s teacher, in short sessions spread over several days or weeks to accommodate young children’s limited attention spans. Although educators often raise concerns about the time demands of such assessments and the potential reduction in teaching time, high-quality assessments that align with effective teaching can make the processes of instruction and evaluation work together seamlessly, enhancing both learning and understanding.
Welsh Government (2017) educates the reader about, formative assessment is valuable because it emphasises children’s progress in developing specific skills outlined in the curriculum and identifies how they can continue to advance, rather than focusing solely on Foundation Phase outcomes. This approach requires both practitioners and children to have a clear understanding of the targeted skills and, where relevant, the related success criteria. By doing so, practitioners can determine each child’s current stage of learning, plan appropriate next steps, and recognise when specific skills have been achieved. Planning should therefore aim to help individual children master particular skills within a broad and balanced curriculum, rather than directly aligning with overall outcomes, which reflect attainment across a wider range of activities at the baseline and at the end of the Foundation Phase.
Whereas Te Whariki has a different view on child observations, as the Ministry of Education (2017) mentions that children’s learning portfolios are an effective tool for kaiako to track each child’s development and evolving interests. They also create meaningful opportunities for parents and whānau to engage with their child’s educational journey and share their own observations or ideas. These portfolios may contain annotated photographs, children’s artwork, recordings or transcripts of their spoken language, as well as kaiako observations and learning stories. Older children often contribute by taking their own photos and narrating the story behind their work. Narrative-based assessments, such as learning stories, often follow a formative assessment cycle that includes noticing, recognising, responding, recording, and revisiting significant learning moments.
The Welsh Government (2022) highlighted that, overall, practitioners expressed positive views about the quality of the Foundation Phase Profile, highlighting that the Compact Profile effectively captures learners’ overall abilities and encompasses a broad enough range of skills for observation and assessment. Many found it helpful for setting learning targets and identifying appropriate next steps for development.
However, the Compact Profile was considered more effective in assessing certain areas than others. Skills that were more clear-cut and measurable were easier to evaluate than those in more subjective domains, such as Personal and Social Development, Well-being, and Cultural Diversity. Some practitioners offered minor criticisms, noting that the Profile could be overly time-consuming, somewhat reliant on a “tick-box” approach, and not sufficiently individualised to reflect each learner’s unique progress.
Although The Education Hub (2020) speaks of several reports from the Education Review Office and the Ministry of Education have highlighted that many teachers show limited engagement with and understanding of Te Whāriki. This lack of connection has been seen as negatively impacting the overall quality of early childhood education, particularly in terms of providing children with a rich, balanced curriculum and equitable learning opportunities across all outcomes. It was also observed that Te Whāriki had ceased to sufficiently challenge or inspire teachers, and that its familiarity often resulted in superficial use—where references to its principles and strands appeared in documentation but were not reflected in everyday practice. Key areas of weak implementation included the support of children’s culture, language, and identity, as well as biculturalism, inclusion, family partnerships, and the extension of children’s learning. The 2017 revision of Te Whāriki was therefore developed to promote stronger and more effective curriculum implementation.
The Early Years sector positively received the introduction of Every Child Matters, the Common Assessment Framework, and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). These initiatives were designed to enhance the quality of Early Years care and education by raising standards and creating a unified framework for learning objectives, activities, and educational programmes. The EYFS provides detailed guidance for Early Years practice and promotes an outcomes-focused approach to teaching and learning. To engage critically with the EYFS, practitioners must therefore develop an analytical understanding of its structure and implications (Palaiologou, 2008). 
Conclusion
In conclusion, the literature collectively highlights the complexity and richness of early childhood education, emphasising the importance of theory-informed, reflective, and individualised practice. McMahon and Dyer (2018) demonstrate that bridging theory and practice through reflective study and professional development enables early years practitioners to grow into competent and confident professionals. Theories of learning dispositions (Katz, 1998; Carr, 1999) further reinforce the understanding that children’s learning behaviours are both innate and shaped by experience, influencing how they engage with and interpret the world.
Frameworks such as the EYFS and Te Whāriki underscore the need for practitioners to recognise each child as unique, continually evolving, and deserving of a learning environment that nurtures individuality, curiosity, and well-being. Effective assessment within these frameworks, whether through professional observation, formative assessment, or narrative approaches like learning stories, relies on practitioner expertise, critical reflection, and a deep understanding of child development rather than excessive documentation or rigid testing.
While the Welsh Government’s Foundation Phase Profile and other initiatives have been largely successful in capturing children’s progress, challenges remain in ensuring assessments are meaningful, inclusive, and responsive to individual learning journeys. Similarly, the Education Review Office’s critique of Te Whāriki highlights that curriculum frameworks must be actively and authentically embedded into practice to avoid superficial implementation.
Ultimately, across international contexts, the consistent message is that high-quality early childhood education depends on well-informed, reflective practitioners who value play, recognise diverse learning pathways, and commit to equitable, child-centred practice. When theory, observation, and practice align, assessment becomes not merely a measure of attainment but a dynamic process that supports holistic growth, fosters curiosity, and empowers both children and educators in their shared journey of learning.
Section 3
Should every Early Years Setting have a wellbeing support worker in alliance with the Early Years Curriculum?
Do you want your child taken care of in school?
According to Claudio Sisera (2024), staff wellbeing is fundamental in early years education for building a positive and effective learning environment. When practitioners feel supported, healthy, and appreciated, they are better equipped to deliver high-quality care and education, resulting in improved outcomes for children. On the other hand, neglecting staff wellbeing can lead to burnout, increased turnover, and a decrease in the standard of care provided.
Anna Freud, Mentally Healthy Schools (no date), says good staff wellbeing is critical for educating a mentally healthy setting, for maintaining and motivating staff and for promoting pupil wellbeing and success. Well-being is all about holistic health, including the physical and emotional. When the children have good levels of well-being, they feel that life is in balance and that they can generally cope well. Children will start to feel more motivated and engaged, they will become more resilient and be able to deal effectively with daily struggles, as well as ‘bounce back’ from life’s challenges. As Early Years practitioners organise a collection of different tasks and demands, it is essential that everyone is given the right emotional and practical support so that they can, in performance, care for their pupils. Beyond positively influencing colleagues and students, supporting staff wellbeing can enhance performance and job satisfaction, helping to lower staff turnover. It can also reduce both short- and long-term absences, boost productivity, and foster greater staff engagement.
Are key persons good for your child?
The Department for Education (2025) mentions that every child in the early years should have a named key person. The named key person has a close relationship with their key children and works closely with the children’s parents and carers. Having a key person will help in a positive way for children and their mental health. 
Birth to 5 Matters (NO DATE) mentions, the role of the key person centres around a “triangle of trust” connecting the child, their family, and the caregiver. This approach ensures that every child and family has at least one individual within the setting who provides a special, supportive relationship. Having a key person helps children feel emotionally safe and settled when away from home, while also offering parents a reliable and familiar point of contact. Different strategies can be used to maintain this continuity of care, such as shared or paired key working, or assigning a support partner or buddy.
I believe having a key person to be with a child can help the child to talk about any problems that could be affecting them, whether that is at home or in their setting, the National Day Nurseries Association (2021), says the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Statutory Framework highlights the importance of strong nursery–parent partnerships as a key aspect of fostering Positive Relationships. By sharing information, nurseries and parents can better meet each child’s individual needs and promote their learning and development. The Key Person plays a crucial role in involving and supporting parents and carers to guide their child’s growth at home.
Building positive relationships with parents also contributes to children’s safety and emotional well-being. Clear communication and mutual trust help ease the settling-in period and support smooth transitions. Furthermore, maintaining a good rapport with parents creates a foundation for handling sensitive or challenging discussions, as parents are more likely to seek help or engage openly when they feel supported and connected.  
Should we be teaching our children how to cope with their emotions?
According to UNICEF UK (DATE), mental health issues can be experienced differently by each child. If children are mentally healthy during early childhood and infancy, it will help babies and young children to recognise and cope with their emotions, express relationships, gain knowledge nurturing, and to explore play and to learn. 
Robert Schlack and Nele Peerenboom Et al also talk about how mental health can affect a child’s life if they do not know how to talk or deal with their emotions. Children and teenagers with mental health difficulties often display weakened mental health, lower life satisfaction and poorer health-related value of life as adults. 
Lisa Firestone talks about in their (2016) Psychology Today article, when children are taught emotional intelligence, how to identify their emotions, understand their origins, and manage them effectively, they gain some of the most important skills for lifelong success. Studies reveal that emotional intelligence (EQ) accounts for more than 54% of the differences in overall success, including relationships, performance, health, and life satisfaction. Further research shows that young people with higher EQ tend to achieve better grades, remain in school longer, and make healthier life decisions.
The Foundation Years (no date) agrees with what Lisa Firestone says,  by talking about if children are not supported in developing strong self-regulation skills, they may experience more frequent emotional outbursts and social difficulties. This can make it harder for them to concentrate, listen, and engage effectively, ultimately impacting their learning and overall development. Moreover, it can disrupt the learning environment in early years settings and schools, as teachers who are constantly managing challenging behaviours have less opportunity to focus on teaching and supporting children’s growth.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the well-being of both staff and children plays a vital role in creating a positive, nurturing, and effective learning environment. When early years practitioners feel supported, valued, and emotionally healthy, they can provide higher-quality care and education, which directly benefits children’s overall development. The key person system strengthens this support by building secure, trusting relationships between children, families, and practitioners, helping children feel safe, confident, and emotionally settled. Furthermore, teaching children to understand and manage their emotions from an early age fosters emotional intelligence, resilience, and self-regulation, skills essential for lifelong success. Prioritising staff wellbeing, nurturing strong partnerships with parents, and supporting children’s emotional development together form the foundation for a mentally healthy, engaging, and successful educational experience for every child.


