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Section 1
The Curriculum for Wales is a national framework, that is designed to provide a broad and balanced education for learners in Wales. It is built around four key purposes, aiming to help learners become ambitious and capable, enterprising and creative, ethical and informed, and healthy and confident individuals. (Welsh Government, 2025). 
The Curriculum for Wales, particularly through the Curriculum for Wales (2022), emphasises the importance of social interaction, and the zone of proximal development. This is drawn on work by Vygotsky (1978). Similarly, the Reggio Emilia approach views children as active constructors of their knowledge, who learn through relationships and exploration. (Rinaldi, 2006). 
The Curriculum for Wales recognises that play based learning is vital for children’s social skills, development, problem solving and scaffolds with fostering creativity. The curriculum acknowledges that play-based learning has a fundamental approach to learners, particularly in early childhood education. Additionally, childcare settings and schools integrate play into various structured learning experiences, ensuring that children can engage in meaningful activities, which will enable the children to explore, discover, and have support with cognitive, emotional, and physical growth. (Welsh Government, 2025). 
During the vision of the Curriculum for Wales, ministers observed curriculum models, which have had an influence on educational practice and approaches internationally such as Reggio Emilia. Similar to the Curriculum for Wales, the Reggio Emilia approach views play-based learning as a fundamental part of early childhood education. This approach emphasises that all children are active participants in their learning. This philosophy is built on the belief that children learn best through exploration, creativity, and collaboration (Malaguzzi, 1993). Furthermore, the Reggio Emilia approach emphasises reasoning reflection and self-learning. (Anning and Edwards, 1999; Epstein, 2013). In addition to this, children are seen as the main constructor of their knowledge, with other participants being their environment, practitioners, parents-carers and the wider community. Mitchell, D. (2018). Moreover, Hughes (2011) states that child directed, or child-centred play allows children a degree of freedom and can independently direct themselves to which area of provision they choose to go. Children have a sense of autonomy, controlling what they do, how they decide to do it, and when to change.  However, Kalliala (2006) argues that there are restrictions to child-centred and child-led play, such as the type of resources and the influence of practitioners. 
The Curriculum for Wales acknowledges that all children learn best through fostering curiosity, creativity, having an active engagement in play and their problem-solving skills. (Vygotsky, 1978). Moreover, by including play and education, the curriculum establishes a strong foundation for the future learning of children, whilst preserving their intrinsic motivation to learn. (Bruner, 1966.) 
However, the Reggio Emilia play-based approach to learning recognises the limitations. A key challenge of this approach to learning is the resources that practitioners need and the specialised materials the children and adults use, as well as their environment can make implementing certain activities in provision difficult. (Malaguzzi, 1996). Additionally, another challenge is its lack of structure, which is not always suitable for all learners, particularly children who thrive in a more guided environment. (Edwards, 1998). Adaptations to this approach can be made to ensure the children are thriving in all areas of their learning within this play-based approach, such as having low-cost natural materials and resources can be donated by the community to help create an engaging learning environment. (Malaguzzi, 1996). 
Furthermore, whilst the Reggio Emilia approach has a big emphasis on child-led learning, teachers can scaffold gentle guidance and support within areas of provision. Within the Curriculum for Wales, a ‘guided play’ is often included in to planning, where teachers work alongside the children and the set activity, where guidance is available, while still allowing autonomy. (Vygotsky, 1978). Priestley and Biesta (2015) argue that teachers guidance requires not just autonomy but also professional capacity. Inconsistencies across settings can occur by lack of sufficient training, practitioners may struggle to implement the curriculum meaningfully. 
Despite the Curriculum for Wales’s strong theoretical foundations in constructivist learning theory and the child-centred approach to learning, a major challenge is between standardised assessment and play-based learning. Structured learning outcomes are often prioritised by traditional education systems. This makes it difficult to fully integrate child-led play into formal education. (Welsh Government, 2025). 
Moreover, play-based learning is supported by Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. This theory scaffolds the idea of the children’s learning which aligns with Reggio’s child-centred ethos. A challenge of this is that when systems prioritize measurable outcomes, limitations can occur when freedom is needed for the learning to flourish. Forman, G. (2012). 
Additionally, practitioners in Wales view play-based learning as being an essential component of early childhood education, especially within the Curriculum for Wales. It is understood that by shaping both policy guidance and pedagogical theory, child-led learning supports a child’s holistic development. (Donaldson, 2015). 
Moreover, the Curriculum for Wales is praised for its child-centred ethos, however, there is much to learn from international models. Global experiences can help improve implementation of the curriculum and deepen the impact on the four purposes. An example of global experiences is The Reggio Emilia approach. This model of childhood education places children at the heart of the learning process. The theoretical underpinnings are deeply rooted in constructivist, sociocultural, and progressive education philosophies. All these underpinnings scaffold a child-centred pedagogy. Piaget, J. (1951). This approach to learning sees children as curious, full of potential and it structures learning environments and relationships to extend these qualities. In Reggio Emilia settings, learning emerges through experimentation, exploration and discovery, and children are encouraged to test ideas, whilst reflecting on their own experiences. These are hallmarks for a child-centred approach. Piaget, J. (1951). 
The Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach offer captivating visions of play-based, child-centred learning. They do, however, have differences which are quite significant. They differ in origin, structure and implementation. Taylor and Waldron (2016) highlight how some practitioners are faced with pressures of limited training, revert to more instructive approaches, thereby diluting the intended play-based ethos. Each framework is underpinned by progressive educational theory, particularly constructivist and sociocultural perspectives, which emphasise the active role of the child in constructing knowledge through interaction, exploration, and reflection. Rhys and Waldron (2016). 
In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach is not a state-mandated curriculum, but a pedagogical philosophy. This curriculum is rooted by Piaget’s (1951) constructivism theory, and Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory. In Reggio settings, practitioners are seen as researchers, and reflect on the learning with the children, a high level of autonomy is recognised here, which may be difficult to replicate in more standardised systems. (Rinaldi, 2006). 
Section 2
Wales has placed an increased emphasis on child-centred pedagogy, which has been most notably through the Foundation Phase in 2008. Vygotsky, (1978); Piaget, (1952) signify the importance of hands-on learning and cognitive development. National Tests and The Foundation Phase Profile were intended to identify areas of support and measure pupil progress. However, the effectiveness of these assessment systems in supporting the unique child has been the subject of considerable debate. 
The Foundation Phase Profile is an observational assessment tool, which is designed to track the development of all children between the ages of three to seven, across six areas of learning. This is based on a continuous observation, rather than discrete testing. This assessment tool aims to provide a baseline for the children through formative assessments, which will support practitioners with providing an appropriate, holistic curriculum for every child. Health professions also carry out assessments to ensure early identification of any possible developmental delay, special education needs (SEN) or additional learning needs (ALN). All stakeholders involved in children’s learning and development can access this information and will support transitions between schools. 
Similarly, national reading and numeracy tests are designed to help teachers and pupils understand how reading and numeracy skills are developing and will support with planning next steps. All maintained schools have information on the reading and numeracy skills of children and an understanding of their strengths and areas for improvement. Teachers are encouraged to consider skills identified by the children on completion of the assessments and should not focus on the scores alone. These tests are individual for each child’s knowledge as questions are automatically adjusted based on the child’s previous response, this adaptive assessment allows a dynamic approach and ensures that all learners encounter a sequence of questions tailored to their current ability level.  All questions are aligned with the progression steps which are outlined in the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) and ensures consistency throughout within the Curriculum for Wales expectations. Each child’s strengths and areas for improvement are outlined upon completion of the assessment, and this information supports teachers in planning their teaching strategies to scaffold the children’s learning and help them progress further. (Welsh Government (2023). 
Moreover, The Foundation Phase Profile assesses children’s abilities through formative assessments and observations. These are expressed within the four areas of the Foundation Phase Areas of Learning. These areas include personal and social development, language, literacy and communication, maths, and physical development. (Welsh Government, 2017).  In addition to this, The Foundation Phase Profile is inclusive, as well as a developmental framework which supports early identification of special educational needs (SEN) or additional learning needs (ALN). Piaget (1951) suggests that as children develop and make progress at different rates, early assessment should be sensitive to their individual’s variation, and that lower steps of the profile correspond to the developmental milestones of children. This can provide practitioners with a baseline and can observe early learning behaviours. However, the FPP is not a diagnostic tool for SEN or ALN. Instead, it indicates, prompting further investigation where necessary. Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development, emphasises the importance of identifying what a child can do with support, thereby guiding appropriate scaffolding and intervention. In some cases, a more detailed assessment is required, and practitioners will then use specialist tools tailored to specific needs, whilst collaborating with other staff members such as Additional Learning Needs Coordinator (ALNCO) and other professionals. This multi-agency approach reflects Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory, which highlights the importance of the interconnected influence of family, school, and the support from other multiagency workers on a child’s development.
National Tests in Wales face several barriers that can limit their effectiveness on learner progression. One significant challenge is the anxiety that stems from tests, particularly those within primary settings. WISERD (2019) found that 42% of children aged between 7-11 in Wales said that they felt worried about their tests, many of which reporting that they felt pressure. Children who feel anxious perceive difficult questions as a sign of failure, rather than a challenge. (Barrance, 2019). 
Deci and Ryan, (1985) state that if children feel disempowered or judged, their confidence levels will drop significantly, and therefore, emphasises the importance of autonomy in fostering intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, Bennett, (2011) tells us that whilst this form of assessments are there to support with delivering high standards of teaching, practitioners may find it difficult to interpret and apply data from these tests effectively. Additionally, this barrier can limit the formative value of the assessments, particularly if teachers are not trained in data literacy or supported in using the results to plan progression. (Wiggins, 1993). Finally, delivering these forms of assessments can place significant strain on school resources, particularly in settings where staffing levels are limited. Practitioners may struggle to ensure learners are supported, supervised and organised appropriately. Time is taken away from rich, classroom-based learning experiences (OECD, 2014). 
Section 3 
Rethinking Additional Learning Needs in Wales: A Call for a More Inclusive and Responsive Approach.
With the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act, 2018, Wales has taken bold steps in recent years to transform its education system. These reforms aim to create a more child-centred, inclusive system that will assist children and young people to be the best that they can be and reach their full potential. Despite the progress with the new Curriculum, there remains a high demand for supporting children with additional learning needs in all settings across Wales. This blog explores why a new approach is needed, focussing on the current policies and procedures and educational theory to argue for a more holistic, adaptable system of support for all children and young people. 
The ALN reform is intended to ‘transform expectations, experiences and outcomes for children and young people with ALN’ (Welsh Government, 2020 p.2). The Curriculum for Wales also emphasises the importance of learner progression. However, Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act (2018) has seen little scrutiny. Children with additional learning needs may have varies needs, such as sensory, physical, cognitive and or emotional. In early years settings, provision is often lacking the resources and flexibility of staff members in order to respond to this diversity. For example, children with autistic spectrum disorder may require quieter spaces to learn and explore, whilst children who may have speech and language difficulties may benefit from visual supports, and a structured routine. (Gardner, 1983). 
Additionally, central to the framework within the Special Educational Needs (SEN) system, is the Individual Development Plan, also known as an IDP. This is a statutory document that includes all information needed to support a child with ALN. It outlines the child’s specific needs, including strategies needed to support them in their setting. The IDP is developed with input from the class teacher, ALNCO, families, and where needed, health and social care practitioners. (Welsh Government, 2021). However, ESTYN (2023) state that while many settings are committed to the importance of inclusive practice, there are challenges of this. These include things such as teacher training, resources, high workloads and limited time for communication. Furthermore, there has been and a lack of transparency regarding individual development plans and whether they are to be maintained by local authorities. Post pandemic, there has been a total of £77m of funding to support ALN for several years by the Welsh Government, and evaluation to assess how this funding has supported children with ALN was very little. Practitioners throughout various settings state that there is not enough clear understanding about how funding decisions are made. Estyn (2024) signifies that although the complexity of learner’ needs range from sensory and cognitive impairments to emotional and behavioural challenges, understand that supporting these children requires a flexible and multi-agency approach. This barrier undermines the holistic support that was supported by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which emphasises the interconnectedness of each individual child’s learning environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Moreover, there is confusion about what constitutes Addition Learning Provision, which further complicates the implementation of this support. This is due to lack of understand around terms such as “universal” and “specialist” provision. (Estyn, 2023). 
Wales has implemented vital steps toward inclusive education through its recent legislative changes. However, to address the diverse needs of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), there’s a growing urgency to change policy into meaningful, everyday practice. Wales needs an approach that is cooperative, and adaptive for all children and their families. With insights from educational theory and allowing children, families, practitioners and other multi-agency teams to have their voice, we can shape education and allow each individual child to feel valued, and recognised, in order to succeed. (Welsh Government, 2020). Schools should ensure that professional learning has a sufficient focus on high quality teaching for children with ALN. It is vital that ALNCos have enough time, and resources for them to carry out their duties efficiently and effectively. Parents also need to be given clear information about what their school regards as additional learning provision. Local authorities can support this by ensuring that all schools understand their duties fully, especially what IDP’s are to be maintained by the local authority and those to be kept by schools. (Estyn, 2023).
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