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Part 1 - Play Based Approaches 
With the importance of play being a widely held view for the support of children’s development, the emergence of play based approaches around the world has become more apparent. These include New Zealand’s Te Whāriki, Reggio Emilio and the Early Years Foundation phase, among others. 
In 2008, the Early Years Foundation Phase in Wales was brought in to replace the Key Stage 1 Curriculum and spanned from ages 3 until 7. The aim of the radical curriculum change was to focus on the social and emotional aspects of learning (Thomas and Lewis, 2015). The reality of the curriculum implementation meant that many practitioners were confused over the focus as there were still standardised literacy and numeracy assessments at aged 7. In Norway’s Early Years Education and Care Kindergartens, the focus is on play based learning and outdoor exploration. Their assessments are based on the professionals’ observations of the child’s individual and group wellbeing and development. They focus on the individual child’s circumstances and the parent or guardian’s expert knowledge of the child to determine if further developmental support is required (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2017)
Both the Foundation Phase in Wales (FPW) and Norway’s Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) framework supports the holistic development of children with both citing the UNCRC’s Rights of the Child and in particular Article 31, a child’s right to relax and play, as well as Article 13, the child’s right to freedom of expression. Both frameworks argue that the physical and mental wellbeing of children is paramount, and the exploration of various nature based outdoor environments adds to this. (Dennis, Wells and Candace Bishop, 2014) In reality, the health and safety of children in Wales didn’t necessarily allow for full exploration in comparison to Norway. The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) states that the outdoor environment should promote exploration and independence, however many settings were not equipped to embrace the outdoors with practitioners misunderstanding or not receiving full training for the implementation of the FPW (Estyn, 2011). This resulted in settings taking the learning outside rather than having free, child-led exploration of varied outside areas throughout the day. Therefore, the results of improper implementation is that the curriculum is not fir for purpose. In comparison, the average size of the outdoor area in Norway’s kindergartens is 2600 square meters and the average time children spend outdoors during summer term is approximately 70% rather than the odd lesson (Moser and Martinsen, 2010).
The guidance for the Foundation Phase Wales outdoor learning, concentrates on child led activities with the role of the adult as the facilitator of exploration-based play. However, while the guidance states that ‘contact with the natural world (plants, rocks, sticks and worms), weather, space, freedom and the sounds and sights of the real world are just some of the potential opportunities for experiential learning outdoors’, not all practitioners are comfortable with the all-weather, all season access to the outside environment regardless of if the children are properly clothed or prepared. According to Berti, Cigala and Sharmahd (2019) children perceive the outdoor environment as freedom and the role of the adult in the outdoors as support for an injury only. They go on to argue that cultural differences exist with an adult’s attitude to the outdoors. They use the comparison of Welsh settings underusing their outdoor spaces due to weather conditions and the Norwegian educational settings where the use of the natural environment is predominant regardless of weather conditions. Within the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009), they state that children should experience all weather conditions and being out in the rain provides a ‘multi-sensory experience’ and an abundance of learning opportunities. For practitioners or settings who do not facilitate this, they are failing to provide a fundamental learning opportunity that is compliant with the Early Years Foundation Phase learning areas and in particular Knowledge and Understanding of the World.
As previously stated, health and safety plays an important role in ensuring outdoor areas are safe for children to access with risk assessments being up to date and practitioners aware of and able to implement dynamic risk assessments (Play Scotland, 2016). Risky play can present a challenge in the outdoors and having practitioners who are consistent with each other in their views on children applying risk is essential to ensure children develop their own internal risk assessment skills. The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook argues that exposing children to appropriate risk as a part of their outdoor play is beneficial to the child and may help prevent more risky behaviours due to already having the ‘adrenaline rush’ and not partaking in additional thrill seeking. Sando, Kleppe and Sandseter (2021) state that putting boundaries on children’s play due to ‘safety concerns must be balanced against the joy and possible future benefits of thrilling play experiences for children’. Without the managed risk and ongoing risk assessments, vital skills for outdoor play may not be developed in the child. For example, a child climbing a tree will learn to test the branch for weight baring ability prior to stepping on to it. If a child is not allowed to climb a tree, how would they learn this skill? Lavrysen, et. al. (2017) state that children engage in risky play for the feeling they get in doing something that is risky and that risk assessment skills are the byproduct of the thrilling experience. 
The Norwegian Framework for Kindergarten aims for children to ‘learn to look after themselves, each other and nature’ to ensure a sustainable future, providing the children with skills including critical thinking, ethical actions and reactions and unity with each other and their environment. The whole document is engaged with holistic development of the child, sustainable and thoughtful care of their environment and inclusion. The overall focus of the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning guide is for the child to have additional experiences other than what the classroom alone can provide. The aim is to enable children to have fun while learning in creative and imaginative ways. Unfortunately, while the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Guide mentions children experiencing conservation and sustainability, it does not put an emphasis on these. While it does put an emphasis on creativity, as the children move up through the school system, these skills are not as desired with many school budgets being squeezed, the creative subjects seem to suffer, and the more academic subjects are placed in higher regard. This can be seen as elitist and inequitable with state school budgets reducing, the creative subjects may become the signature of private schools (Fazackerley, 2022). 
The role of the adult in a kindergarten is that of a Pedagogical leader who supervises the children. They are also tasked with observational assessment, pedagogical planning and ensuring the setting complies with the Kindergarten Act 2005. There are four focuses that the Act is comprised of which include equality, ensuring that all children are entitled to attend regardless of social background or ability, for example. The ultimate goal would be social egalitarianism. A universal provision which ensures the Framework is consistent. A focus on play and not teaching and a home from home feel for the children where they feel safe and secure (Haug and Storø, 2013). Further to this, the qualifications required for a Kindergarten Pedagogue is a Batchelors degree which can be studied either in a university or via workplace learning. In Wales, a Higher-Level Teaching Assistant (level 4) is often utilised to oversee the class. Waters (2016) argued that many of the Foundation Phase Teachers found the guidance to be too vague and due to there being such an extreme change in the curricular framework, going from ensuring children are ready for school and learning to a play based curricular, went against their original training Alongside this, a high quality training regime was not instilled for all staff to be comfortable in making a sustained change in their pedagogical approach. With this in mind, many Foundation Phase settings did not implement the curricular in the way that it was meant to be implemented, resulting in mixed messages and routine throughout the setting. 
Many of the play based curricular are focused on child-led interactions. While the Foundation Phase for Wales has the aim to do this, it seems that the groundwork for radical change was not implemented to its full potential. With this in mind the New Curriculum in Wales does now stand a chance to become what the Foundation Phase should have been as after 20 years of it being imbedded; the change is now not so radical (Welsh Government, 2015).

Part 2 – The Unique Child
The Unique Child is more than just a concept but a statement of fact. This is supported by Piaget’s theory that children learn and develop through their experiences. Vigotsky’s theory which argues that a child learns through their interactions with others also supports the statement. Children learn, develop and experience the world in unique ways and these are what make up the whole child and support in their cognitive, physical and emotional development. Why, when all people, not just children are complete individuals is there the concept and a need for standardised assessments?
According to Wood (2022),  Hesterman (2018), Pyle and Danniels (2017), there is a discrepancy between governments need for facts and figures and a child’s play-based curricular in the early years. Standardised testing has become the norm for all education, however, does not take into account that all children develop and achieve milestones in their own time. In the Foundation Phase in Wales, they looked at standardised testing and attempted to introduce a more individualised assessment known as the Foundation Phase Profile. It was designed to work alongside standard health assessments (Health Visitors 3.5-year review, for example) and provide a ‘nationally consistent baseline’ (Welsh Government, 2017) for each child and how they progress from this throughout their time in the Foundation Phase. While the progress tracking can be individual, the Foundation Phase Profile Skills ladder is standardised for children who may not be standard resulting in inconsistencies in the measured progress from the time they enter this stage of their education. 
Assessment takes place in the Foundation Phase through observations completed by the practitioner, however, Lewis et al., 2017; Murphy et al., 2022 argue that the youngest learner’s participation in events is under-reported and therefore there may not be the body of evidence that a child has hit a milestone or the next rung on the ladder. There may be inconsistencies with a practitioner’s view on if the child can complete a task based on the child’s individual needs and abilities. Moreover, if a practitioner who is assessing a child, does not know them well enough, there could be false recordings as the child may not complete the task in a way the practitioner expects them to. However, they can either consistently complete a task or not regardless of the method they choose or when they complete it. 
Children as well as practitioners are unique in their thinking and each practitioner may follow or interpret theories and actions differently. For example, the attachment styles of children and the relationship they have with individual practitioners will vary which could influence whether the child is able to complete a task or not (Jackson, 2023). Communication between practitioners and parents is also key in the facilitating of the observational assessments. If the parent is aware of the next steps and has seen the child complete an action at home, a similar environmental setup can be facilitated for the child to feel comfortable and possibly  repeat the action that has already been witnessed by the family. However, if communication between setting and home is lacking, there could again be inconsistencies or discrepancies between the respective caregivers and setting in their view of where the child is in their developmental journey. The Teachers Institute (2023) agrees and states that clear communication can provide the child with a holistic learning experience that also supports their wellbeing and provides a consistent approach to education. NAEYC (2019) concurs with this view.
Further concerns with regard to observations and if a child has completed an action, is how many times the action needs to be witnessed prior to recording it as completed. Is this completed well on the first go or consistently completed many times prior to recording as complete. The Foundation Phase Profile does not require a set amount of evidence (Welsh Government, 2017), and this can cause inconsistencies between the children based on how much evidence can be provided for a task including how much time they took to complete. Mtshweni (2020) agrees and states that formative assessment methods should be used to support students with practitioners changing their language and methods to suit the child which should result in inclusive practice within the setting.
The Foundation Phase in Wales as stated, was a play-based curricular that used observation as their main assessment method. These were completed while the child was playing, however, in order to record that a child can complete certain tasks, Morgan, et. al. (2022) stated that some practitioners reported that they would need to set up certain tasks that were not as easily recorded through play alone. This was most notably in the older children, especially when there were more time constraints (at the end of term, for example) or when there were figures required for accountability. The full Foundation Phase Profile was not compulsory and only the Baseline Assessment made statutory to provide a ‘national assessment of all learners to establish a baseline of learners’ abilities and development in four Areas of Learning within the first six weeks of entry into Reception Year’ (Morgan, et. al., 2022). However, due to many schools developing their own internal assessment systems, consistency in results was not available between settings and thus an individual child in one setting may not be supported in an area they may need to be compared to a child in the a nearby setting.
While many schools developed their own internal assessment systems, they were based on the Foundation Phase Profile. It was found that although the design of the system was not made for Additional Learning Needs identification, due to the nature of the tick boxing exercise, it became apparent that it could be used to track and evidence possible delays or difficulties in a child’s development. This then allowed for early intervention to take place. It was found, however by Morgan, et. al. (2022) that many of the steps on the profile were too broad and these needed to be broken down further to track smaller steps using incremental goals in order to provide the right support at the right developmental time for each individual child (Walker, et. al. (2025).
Although the Foundation Phase is a child led, play-based curricula, standardised literacy and numeracy tests are still required at the end year 2. With this in mind, there seems to be a discrepancy in the approaches that Welsh Government have implemented. These tests do not necessarily support the individual child who may find the stress of these overwhelming and therefore not perform to the best of their ability. They also do not often focus on the creative nature of children or their critical thinking, for example. This results in skewed results which do not reflect the unique child and their knowledge and skills (Meier, 2025).
Oakes and Rakison (2020) argue that children are unique in their pathway of development with environmental factors, the child’s own individuality and any interventions provided being able to influence this individuality and support their developmental trajectory. With this in mind, the Foundation Phase Profile has the ability to support the individuality of the child as they develop, identifying any support required to introduce interventions, however, consistency between practitioners to be able to record and identify concerns is essential. 

Part 3 - Attendance Or Experience?
With the summer term well under way, a lot of parents and guardians’ thoughts turn to family holidays and making memories in the sun. However, with the rising cost of living and the inflated prices of package holidays both in the United Kingdom and abroad, particularly during any school holidays, the question that arises is what is more important to children in the early years and their development, school attendance or the experience of family holidays?
It has long been established that consistent school or nursery attendance has positive outcomes for children into their adolescence and even adulthood both educationally and socially. (Goodman and Sianesi, 2005, Erickson, 2018). However, Blanden, McNally and Hansen, (2018) argue that the educational benefits of free nursery placements and attendance in the early years reduces over time. They state that there are other factors such as the quality of the settings and their staff which have more of an impact on ongoing attainment and educational outcomes compared to focussing solely on eligibility attendance. Family holidays are a time-honoured tradition seen as supporting the wellbeing of the individuals in the family and the family as a whole. Children learn from experiences as well as adults modelling behaviours and with many families having very hectic lifestyles which revolve around the working parents, extracurricular activities and childcare. A holiday to decompress and relax is often seen as essential by these families and can reinforce the familial relationships as well as provide a sense of cynefyn in sharing their own culture and traditions with the people they meet.  
With statistics stating that post pandemic persistent absences in Wales have increased for all compulsory school age children from 14.7% in 2018/19 to 30.4% (Welsh Government, 2025) Welsh Government has taken all arguments into consideration and have provided guidance to settings to ensure learners are attending with Early Intervention to attendance being key in their approach (Welsh Government 2023). This guidance acknowledges that lack of attendance can be the result of many factors and aims to support instead of vilifying.
With this in mind, would a holiday during term time be classed as an authorised or unauthorised absence? The answer to this very much lies with the individual local authority and in turn the school themselves. In Caerphilly County Borough, families are not entitled to holidays during term time, however, they can apply in writing for the school to approve. Therefore, the approval of such holidays can be dictated by the views of the headteacher and the board of governors. However, factors such as previous attendance records of the individual child, time of year and the reason for the absence should all be considered. (Caerphilly CBC, 2025). A school who allows term time holidays in the early years often cite the wellbeing of pupils over their immediate attainment. However, valuable educational and life skills, such as learning to swim, as well as their wellbeing can be supported and reinforced both during the holiday and on the child’s return. The rich knowledge a child can absorb by experiencing different countries and/or cultures can be shared with their peers through memories recited or presentations made, boosting confidence and curiosity in the world around them.
There is a common misconception that these family holidays are foreign getaways and are for families who can afford to spend the money and pay fines should they need to. However, any out of routine time spent together can be beneficial for the individuals in any family and the family as a whole. Many families struggle financially and may also have other barriers to holidays such as the lack of transport. There are charities that provide funded holidays for families who have are unable to afford a week away. The Family Holiday Charity aim to provide space and time for families to reconnect, enjoy each other and make memories (Family Holiday Charity, 2024). Another barrier to holidays may be disability with the Family Fund being able to provide grants for holidays or subsidised breaks for disabled children, their carers and the wider family (Family Fund, 2024). The time spent out of routine, possibly having a break from treatment or physiotherapy, for example and making memories that can last a lifetime, is priceless. 
[bookmark: _Hlk200426476]There is another side to the argument which looks at the children whose safe place is school. What is more beneficial to them? The answer to this question would be based on individual circumstances. For the child who is a young carer for a parent while the other is in work, a family holiday may provide an opportunity for the child to be a child and for the parents to relish in their play and relaxation. However, for the child who faces a difficult or possible abusive home life, would a holiday be a welcome break or would there be more opportunity for abuse of the child? With this in mind, Caerphilly Council seem to have created a good balance. The school staff are often aware when there are Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) or abuse happening at home as there are often other professionals such as Social Workers or Family Support Workers who can provide more incite into the home life of the child. A collaborative approach to supporting and assessing any holiday applications as well as monitoring attendance of these children is essential in order to keep them safe. Vento (2022) defined these support systems to access holidays as social tourism and looked at the wellbeing outcomes of publicly funded social tourism. They go on to argue that these desired outcomes have a societal benefit and meet ongoing legislative guidelines such as the Wellbeing of Future Generations Wales Act, 2015. 
In conclusion, the question of attendance or experience for early years children is very individual and should be based on family circumstances. Mutual communication with families and professionals supporting families is key in looking at if a family holiday is beneficial to the wellbeing of the child which should be the priority.
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