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Section one 
The 2 based plays that have been chosen are the foundation phase (2010) and the curriculum for Wales (2022). The foundation phase goes from ages three to seven whereas the curriculum in Wales goes from three to the age of sixteen years old. The foundation phase in Wales and the national curriculum in Wales are two distinct educational frameworks that guide early years and primary schools. While both aim to support the children’s development and learning, they differ significantly in their pedagogical approaches, structure and emphasis on child centered learning Foundation phase focuses more on experimental play-based learning which is according to UNICEF (2018) is a teaching approach where children can learn through play making learning fun which allows them to develop skills knowledge and a positive behavior towards learning. This approach is supported by research showing that play-based learning enhances motivation, creativity, and problem-solving skills in young children. It also aligns with international frameworks, such as UNICEF’s (2004) advocacy for learning through play as a right and a developmental necessity. Whereas Curriculum Wales will help build on the foundation phase but integrate them into a broader continuum of learning. The foundation phase was designed to focus on a set of principles which focus on activities that are tailored to the age and the interest of that child and the needs of the children. It doesn’t just focus on one part of the child’s development; it focuses on holistic development as a whole. The child learns from not just observing them firsthand experiences as Frobel (1836) said children need these experiences to learn to grow and develop and will be able to use these skills in the real world. Lots of nurseries follow hands-on experiences such as flying start (2025) which backs Frobel by saying Children should learn through first-hand, play-based experiences and discovery, where experimentation and independence are encouraged. Learning and play opportunities for children under the age of 3 years should take account of their interests and needs, provide opportunities for them to develop their confidence and self-esteem, and develop the early skills, knowledge and concepts appropriate to their stage of development.  In the setting I work at which is a flying start setting we observe the children if they add toys to a certain activity or if the engagement level is high, we write it down and include it on planning, so we get out following day but add whatever the child has taken an interest to, so it's very child led. Early years Wales (2022) state that Observation plays an integral role in your practice and should be the catalyst for planning. Through in-depth analysis of observations, assessment can take place. Assessment plays a fundamental role in enabling each individual child to make progress at an appropriate pace whilst ensuring they are challenged and supported along the way The Welsh Curriculum also supports child led it emphasizes learner centered learning children are seen as active participants in their learning journey but of course it’s not like a nursery as they still have to learn and cannot choose if they do not want to join in. educators are expected to observe, listen and respond rather than directing their learning they will follow more structured learning. The foundation phase has been praised for its flexibility and its ability to cater to each learner's needs, making any activity adaptable for any disabilities. The Welsh curriculum assessment they follow to get their information is Includes both formative and summative assessment methods they continue to follow the inclusiveness of practice but within a broader framework.  covering from the ages of 3-16 it can be difficult to ensure continuity and progression across such a wide age range. There is pros and cons to the Welsh curriculum some of these include it provides a seamless educational journey, encourages autonomy and active participation, it covers 6 areas of learning and experience it emphasizes development over time not at a fixed level, it helps teachers to adapt to the learner's level and needs. Some cons of this include it significant changes to planning and the way teachers teach, it can be difficult to maintain the learner's choice to keep on top of the curriculum, new progression steps can be confusing for some educators, they may not like the new curriculum, it has higher demands ongoing professional development and collaboration. some pros and cons of the foundation phase Wales is it helps promote learning through play which engages all students as they do not realize they are learning, and it can be something they are interested in, it helps focus on building their self-esteem focusing on what they can do rather than what they cannot focusing on the stage they are and it not being a negative it includes their mental health and wellbeing, it helps children to prepare for the future getting them ready helping with life skills. Some cons are Research indicates that the Foundation Phase has not been successful in eliminating pre-existing inequalities in educational outcomes among different groups of pupils, such as those from disadvantaged backgrounds or with special educational needs, Some studies have found that attending a Foundation Phase pilot school was associated with lower educational attainment and well-being measures in some cases, The transition from the Foundation Phase to Key Stage 2 can be challenging for some children due to differences in the curriculum and teaching approaches as children are so used to playing and having fun they will think that other years in school is like that, While play-based learning is beneficial, some argue that it may not be the most effective approach for all children, particularly those who may thrive in more structured learning environments for example in my setting there is a child who loves everything ABC and numbers and recently we have acquired some alphabet play do cutters and every day no matter what we have in the play do he always goes to the drawer to take them out and if we have chalks or pencils he's constantly writing them and asks staff to join in and if the staff member does the wrong letter or number he corrects us Apon speaking to mum she said she reads to him a lot and does little activities with him he does like to play but prefers to learn and have that engagement. Some evaluations have shown a decline in children's opportunities for interaction with adults within the Foundation Phase, which is a vital component of learning. By creating a space that actively promotes listening to the voice of the child, we can begin to recognize and respond to the unique background and needs of each child, and children can begin to understand their rights (GOV.uk 2022) Children need practical experiences that encourage them to use simple mathematical vocabulary when exploring quantity, number, shape and pattern. Effective experiences will support children’s cognitive development by providing opportunities for comparing, sorting and classifying living and non-living things. Children should have opportunities to explore and experiment with digital technology for a range of purposes. Literacy, numeracy and digital competence are mandatory skills across the whole curriculum, and it is our responsibility to ensure children develop and progress in these skills. This section describes the skills young children should acquire and master as part of their learning journey. When planning learning experiences, we should ensure that children have opportunities to apply, develop and extend these skills in meaningful contexts, using the five developmental pathways which are belonging, communication, exploration, physical development and wellbeing. The Foundation Phase has been designed to help all children flourish, whatever their stage of development or learning ability. It promotes discovery and independence and places emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning. 
The curriculum is built around ten Areas of Learning, where stimulating, structured play activities can be woven into the learning experience: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Section two 
In early childhood education, understanding and supporting the development of the "unique child" is a foundational principle. This involves using a variety of assessment methods, tracking progress over time, and designing play experiences that align with a child’s developmental stage. While these practices are widely endorsed, they also present challenges that require critical reflection Educators have always learnt from observing and watching children play so they can change and alternate the way they carry out activities with children. The strengths behind observation based assessment  are that taking observations they are in the moment and writing down while something is going on or just after its fresh in our heads, we can then evaluate this for example if a child is really engaged in a certain activity you can resume it the next day but adding more into it. It allows us as practitioners to adapt to children's needs and helps us to understand each child as an individual, not as a whole class of children. West Sussex County Council (2021) believe that Observation allows practitioners to understand each child’s unique needs, interests, and developmental stage. This helps tailor learning experiences that are meaningful and developmentally appropriate. Observation should be both formal (planned) but much of it will be informal (spontaneous) carried out as you work with the children. Without observation, overall planning would simply be based on what we felt was important, fun or interesting or all three, but it might not necessarily meet the needs of the children in our care. Carrying out regular observations is vital because it ensures that we put the child at the center of our practice. Observations are the foundation of effective planning in early years settings. They help educators assess progress and plan next steps based on real-time evidence rather than assumptions. By observing any unique children, it helps the practitioner gather vital information like their likes and dislikes and from this the practitioner can incorporate into their learning their learning but also enjoying what they are doing. It also helps identify any additional needs that a child may have and see what areas they have struggled with. Progress tracking with a child that is unique helps because it recognizes each child learns at their own pace and allows practitioners to adapt to any children's needs. In my setting we do learning journals with pictures and observations with the pictures we do 6 in total for the time the children are with us and try to get all areas covered such as physical, outdoors imaginative, sand and water but of course having a unique child this is not always possible as they obviously have areas they do not like or like more than others so some pictures and observations may be the same but different but it's about making sure any milestone or any observation is noted down as their parents may not see them playing with that at home. They then go home at the end of term with artwork and maybe sometimes extra pictures if capturing the moment. We also have an app parents can download and join for any updates of their child such as pictures doing something wow or any messages, they can communicate with the child's key workers. Woking with flying start we do wellcoms which is a progress tracker you have different sections for different ages they start on a section 4 and some children do have to go down levels and the key worker will have a progress tracker sheet to try get that child to achieve the level they are on an slowly work with them to work it up. Assessment in early years settings includes formative, summative, and authentic approaches. Formative assessments such as observations and learning stories are integral to responsive teaching, allowing educators to adapt activities to meet individual needs Summative assessments provide a broader overview of a child’s development and are useful for transitions between settings (NAEYC, 2020). Alternative educational models like Reggio Emilia and Montessori emphasize observational assessment that values engagement and creativity over standardized outcomes (Oxford Bibliographies, 2023). These approaches align with the NAEYC’s recommendations for developmentally appropriate practice. However, challenges persist. Standardized assessments may not reflect the diverse ways children learn, particularly for those with special educational needs or English as an additional language. Moreover, observational assessments can be influenced by unconscious bias, making professional development in reflective practice essential (Neaum, 2016).  Play is the cornerstone of early learning and aligning it with a child’s age or developmental stage is widely supported by theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky. Stage-appropriate play fosters engagement, mastery, and confidence, supporting cognitive, social, and emotional development (Wood, 2013). However rigid adherence to age norms can be problematic. Children develop at different rates and cultural or neurodiverse expressions of play may not fit neatly into predefined stages Educators must remain flexible, using play as a diagnostic and inclusive tool rather than a prescriptive one (Oxford Bibliographies, 2023). Moreover, play should be child-led and interesting. Structured, adult-directed play that is overly focused on outcomes can undermine creativity and intrinsic motivation. A balance must be struck between providing developmentally appropriate challenges and allowing freedom for exploration and expression.  Progress tracking is essential for monitoring development and informing planning. Digital platforms such as Tapestry, Evidence Me, and Learning Book have transformed how educators document and analyze learning. These tools allow for real-time updates, multimedia evidence, and enhanced parental engagement. They also support data-driven planning by highlighting gaps and strengths across learning domains (ECTA Center, 2020). Despite these advantages, digital tracking systems can lead to overemphasis on documentation. Educators may feel pressured to produce frequent evidence, which can detract from time spent engaging with children. Moreover, checklists and milestone trackers, while useful, can promote a tick-box mentality that overlooks the richness of individual learning journeys (AAP, 2022). It is essential that tracking tools are used flexibly and interpreted in the context of each child’s unique development and uploaded regularly, so the parents and family are aware of the child’s development. Effective early childhood education requires a nuanced approach to assessment, progress tracking, and play. While tools and frameworks offer valuable structure, they must be applied with sensitivity to each child’s unique context. Educators must combine professional judgment, inclusive practices, and ongoing reflection to ensure that every child is seen, supported, and celebrated. By doing so, they uphold the principle of the unique child and create environments where all children can thrive. Research for early learning (no date) says assessment is a critical part of high-quality early childhood programs. When educators do an assessment, not only observe the child's abilities, but you will also know their likes and dislikes. Observing and documenting a child’s work and performance over the course of a year allows an educator to accumulate a record of the child’s growth and development. With this information, educators can begin to plan appropriate curriculum and effective individualized instruction for each child. Assessment provides educators, parents, and families with critical information about a child’s development and growth. Ongoing assessment is an integral part of this process and should be used by practitioners to support every child in making progress. Alongside short-term assessment and planning for learning, it is also critical to maintain an overview of children’s progress over time. Only by stepping back to look at the bigger picture of progress can a setting make sure whether daily practice is supporting all children to reach their full potential across all areas of learning. Birth to five matters (2009) say that Observation is an integral part of professional interactions with children and is identified in the EYFS as a key to effective practice. Early years practitioners need to know their children well and record, where appropriate, their observations in quick notes or lively narrative. Birth to five matters (no date) believe that at certain times it is important to step back, to pause and reflect, and create a summative assessment which takes a holistic overview of the child’s development, learning and progress. West Sussex County Council (2021) says that the key issue is that you should observe children on a regular basis, at different times of the day, and all staff should be involved. Decisions about a child’s needs should not be based on just one observation. This means ensuring that each child is observed systematically, over time, by staff and that regular discussions take place to consider what has been learned to help you plan for the child’s development and learning. Any concerns should always be discussed with parents and colleagues to identify whether intervention may be required. 
 
Section three 
Play is not a break from learning; it is learning. Research consistently shows that play supports cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development in young children (Zosh et al., 2022; NAEYC, 2022). The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) highlights that play-based learning is not only developmentally appropriate but also essential for achieving meaningful educational goals. A play-based curriculum should be grounded in developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) which considers what is known about the child's development, everyone, and social and cultural contexts in which they live (NAEYC, 2022). This blog explores the key considerations for embedding play meaningfully into early years practice in line with Welsh policy and pedagogy. This helps ensure that learning experiences are both relevant and responsive for all involved. One of the common misconceptions is that play-based learning lacks structure. When in reality effective play-based curriculum strikes a balance between a play that a child has initiated and adult guided learning educators play a crucial role in scaffolding learning the bell foundation (no date) says that scaffolding learning is Scaffolding means providing temporary support for an inexperienced learner in order to help them to complete a task or acquire a skill, and then gradually withdrawing that support. observing, extending, and sometimes co-playing to deepen children’s understanding (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2008). In Wales, practitioners are encouraged to act as co-constructors of learning—observing, listening, and responding to children’s play to extend their thinking and deepen engagement. This aligns with research by Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff (2008) and Zosh et al. (2022), who advocate for guided play as a powerful pedagogical tool.  The concept of play of play on the Sprectrum ranging from free play to guided play offers a useful framework. It allows educators and professionals to maintain clear learning intentions while respecting children's freedom and creativity (Zosh et al., 2022). The physical and emotional play provides a vital role in supporting children's play. The Curriculum for Wales promotes a holistic, integrated approach to learning, with play recognized as a vital mode of engagement for children aged 0–5. The Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) framework, developed by the Welsh Government (2022), emphasizes the importance of play in supporting children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development. The curriculum is underpinned by four purposes, aiming to develop children as: 
· Ambitious, capable learners 
· Enterprising, creative contributors 
· Ethical, informed citizens 
· Healthy, confident individuals 
Play-based learning is seen as a key vehicle for achieving these purposes, particularly in the early years, where experiential, exploratory learning is most effective (Welsh government, 2022). 
Welsh guidance emphasizes the importance of enabling environments—spaces that are safe, stimulating, and rich in open-ended resources. These environments should reflect the Welsh language and culture, as well as the diverse identities of children and families in the setting. Outdoor learning is particularly valued in Wales, with the curriculum encouraging regular access to nature and the outdoors as part of a balanced, play-based approach (Miller & Almon, 2009). The successful implementation of a play-based curriculum requires confident, knowledgeable practitioners. The Welsh Government supports this through professional learning resources and a national emphasis on collaborative inquiry and reflective practice. Research from Selepe et al. (2024) also highlights the importance of context-specific training, particularly in rural or under-resourced areas, to ensure equity in access to high-quality play-based learning. The Curriculum for Wales recognizes the importance of partnership with families. Practitioners are encouraged to involve parents and carers in the learning process, share observations, and co-create learning experiences that reflect children’s home lives and communities. This approach supports the Welsh Government’s broader commitment to children’s rights, as outlined in the UNCRC and embedded in national policy. Assessment in the early years in Wales is formative, holistic, and child centered. The ECPLC framework encourages the use of narrative assessment, such as learning stories and floor books, to capture the richness of children’s play and development. This aligns with international research (SpringerLink, 2019; Bonawitz et al., 2011) that cautions against over-reliance on standardized assessments in early childhood and supports more authentic, play-based documentation. Wales is uniquely positioned to lead in the implementation of a truly play-based early years curriculum. By aligning with the Curriculum for Wales 2022 and drawing on both national guidance and international research, practitioners can create joyful, inclusive, and meaningful learning experiences that honor the rights and potential of every child. The evidence is compelling: play supports executive function (Whitebread et al., 2012), enhances language and literacy development (Weisberg et al., 2016), and fosters resilience and well-being (Lester & Russell, 2008). The Welsh Government’s commitment to children’s rights, as embedded in the UNCRC and the Well-being of Future Generations Act, further strengthens the case for play as a pedagogical priority. As settings continue to evolve their practice, the challenge is not whether play has a place in the curriculum but how we can ensure it is purposeful, equitable, and embedded in every aspect of early years provision. In essence, the Foundation Phase in Wales is designed to provide a strong foundation for children's future learning and development by fostering their well-being, nurturing their love of learning, and equipping them with essential skills and knowledge. 
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