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The Foundation Phase framework is a play-based curriculum approach that is implemented for children aged 3-7. The Foundation Phase curriculum was introduced in Wales in 2010. This approach encourages creativity and use of imaginative play as a form of learning (Welsh Government 2015). According to UNICEF (2018), learning through play impacts children in many positive ways. Learning through play gives children a sense of finding meaning in real life situations and helps them to make sense of the world around them. Additionally, play is joyful for children, they begin to make friends through play and enjoy themselves individually, also children often become deeply engaged in their play whether this is independently or in a group. This helps children to form the social awareness to be able to be able to take risks and communicate with peers. This way of learning creates an effective and relaxed relationship with learning and creates stable bonds between settings and parents. They state that play encourages risk taking, dealing with ‘real life’ situations and problem solving independently. In addition, this curriculum states that children’s work should be valued and respected for its individuality and creativeness. Additionally, although The Foundation Phase curriculum encourages child-led learning, the setting also has the responsibility to provide the children with resources and opportunities in an attempt to use the curriculum effectively and broaden the children’s skills (Welsh Government 2015).
Similarly, Curriculum for Wales introduced a play-based curriculum approach that is also focused on child-led learning. This approach is centred around the well-being and emotional, physical and social holistic development of children aged 3-7. In addition, it is stated that the practitioner has an imperative role in implementing this curriculum in early years settings. It is important that the practitioners are nurturing and attentive in order for the children to be their authentic and natural selves around them. This is important for play-based learning as the children need to feel comfortable while being under adult provision (Welsh Government 2024). Additionally, according to the Welsh Government (2024) their play-based curriculum is based upon children’s rights. This means that children have additional rights compared to adults as they need more protection and optimal opportunities to be able to receive the highest quality education possible. Welsh Government goes on to state that it is important for children be able to communicate their need for their rights by the age of 7 to encourage and support the idea of self-belief and independence. The UN Convention on Rights of a Child (UNCRC) states that all children have the right to relax and play, have the right to an education and the right to be able to express themselves without the possibility of discrimination (UNICEF, no date). 
According to the Welsh Government (2015) and Welsh Government (2024) it is clear that both Curriculum for Wales and Foundation Phase play-based approaches emphasise and encourage learning through play. Learning through play includes child-led playing in an attempt to build the children’s holistic development such as, independence, social cues and self-esteem. According to Wainwright (2018) play in the indoors and outdoors is seen to improve a child’s well-being and creates a comfortable environment for the child to learn in, this will often create a positive relationship between the child and learning as it is individual learning tailored by them. According to Welsh Government (2015) children who follow the Foundation Phase play-based approach do not move onto the next stage in the curriculum until they are ready developmentally. This curriculum is not age-based but rather stage-based due to the fact that children can develop rapidly at some stages in their early years experience but also regress. This may only occur for short amounts of time, so it is important that the practitioner observes each individual's behaviour before moving them onto the next point in the curriculum. Similarly, the use of reflective questions within the Curriculum for Wales play-based scheme ensures that children do not move onto the next stage in the curriculum until they are developmentally ready. Reflective questions help the practitioner to know at which point children are with their relationship with play, self-esteem and socialising with peers. Reflective practise can be done through observation and evidence of improvement of social cues. Practitioners should consider what will best benefit the child and only move them on when they are ready. This relieves the child from any unwanted pressure and continues a healthy relationship with education (Welsh Government 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_kb7abRiw]Firstly, the main difference when looking at both play-based approaches is the fact that the foundation phase ranges from ages 3-7. Whereas the curriculum for Wales ranges from 3-16. One difference between Foundation Phase and Curriculum for Wales play-based approaches is that the Foundation Phase follows their 7 areas of learning that summarise and explain their priority areas when describing their curriculum. Whereas the Curriculum for Wales approach follows their 6 areas of learning and experience that follow a range of different areas that are prioritised for children’s development. According to Welsh Government (2015) the Foundation Phase 7 areas of learning include personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity. This area is at the heart of the curriculum as they encourage self-esteem and a stable relationship between the child, families and practitioners. Language, literacy and communication is the next area of learning which includes signing, communication their feelings and listening to peers and practitioners. Next is mathematical development which is said to be important as it is used in every individual's daily life, therefore, is an important skill. Next is welsh language development, Welsh Government says that children using welsh is an imperative social skill when following a welsh curriculum as it is used daily and bilingualism is known to be a helpful life skill. The next area includes knowledge and understands of the world. This may include indoor and outdoor play that increases curiosity of the world around them and encourages the sense f exploration and confidence. The next area of learning incudes physical development. Self-esteem and a healthy lifestyle important for children to understand as the foundation phase encourages self-esteem. The final area of learning explains the importance of creative development as they go on to explain that sensory use and creative stimuli helps children to find their own individuality and express this in their own way. In contrast to this, the Curriculum for Wales follows the 6 areas of learning which explain a range of different areas of learning. The first being health and well-being, a good understanding of health and well-being will help children to navigate real-life issues and understanding their own and other feelings. The second area explains that expressive arts motivate the children’s creative side and individuality. The third area explains that humanities create a sense of wonder by learning about important issues such as, global warming and sustainability. Learning these will also give the children a good understanding of the world around them. The fourth area of learning is language, literacy and communication whereby it is explained that bilingualism is important when living in Wales. Next is the mathematics and numeracy area which says that problem solving will be used throughout the children’s entire education career, therefore, is an important skill. The final area of learning and experience includes science and technology. It is said that science encourages critical thinking and has an impact on every individual and the world around them culturally, economically and environmentally (Hwb 2020). Another difference seen between the Foundation Phase Framework and Curriculum for Wales framework is the basis of their guiding principles. According to Welsh Government (2015) foundation phase focuses on learning through active situations with peers and natural play. They state that play is considered as ‘serious business’. It requires concentration and attention to detail. As well as this, children begin to learn social skills such as, communicating with peers and coping with disappointment. These skills are important for a child’s social development as they will use them later on in life through further education and work. Whereas Curriculum for Wales emphasises the importance of the four purposes. According to Welsh Government (no date) the four purposes are built for children as they link to real-life skills needed for a child’s physical, emotional and cognitive development as well as putting the children’s well-being and self-esteem at the forefront of their aims within the curriculum. The four purposes include creating and encouraging “ambitious, capable learners” who are ready to learn and face new challenges, “enterprising, creative contributors” who are ready to learn how the world around them works, “ethical, informed citizens” who have pride in their culture and are willing to take care of their society. Finally, “healthy, confident individuals” who are ready to give themselves the healthiest life possible, mentally, physically and emotionally. Furthermore, it is seen that Foundation Phase use assessment methods such as, observation and regular teacher assessments. Whereas Curriculum for Wales uses more standardised approaches. Foundation phase uses a method named “the Foundation Phase Profile” which showed a positive result in recent research as it positively aligned with end-of-stage assessment when showed that more of the play-based assessment criteria could be carried out by observation with a small amount of criteria needing to be carried out by adult-led activities. This means that there is less time needed for assessing children in the early years and more time for teaching (Welsh Government 2022). In contrast to this, Curriculum for Wales uses specific assessment criteria developed by the teacher that clearly shows the topics that need to be covered for each individual. One of these methods being the 3 roles of assessment which include, curriculum design which covers the purpose of their learning and the intentions of what their specific learning targets aim to do. Secondly, the progression stage that largely focuses on the progress mad/needed for that child. Lastly, assessing progress which refers to evidence of the progress made by the child and evidence that they are beginning to understand the world around them (Welsh Government, no date).
The ‘unique child’ is explained in the Government Department of Education’s four guiding principles that states that every child is unique. They are constantly adapting and learning new skills as well as building confidence, independence and discovering their capability. Children will often strive from positive relationships with practitioners as they feel comforted and are able to be their unique selves. This helps the practitioner to build individual bonds with each child which means that they can create intervention tailored to them. It is also said that children develop best in enabling environments that encourage independence and risk-taking which, in turn, develops the child’s social and physical development. In addition, it is important that practitioners are able to understand that children learn at different rates. This can be seen in the intervention needed for children with additional learning needs in order to match their developmental stage (Department of Education 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_NkvJfsLo]As seen in Curriculum for Wales framework, their play-based curriculum is based on school years. It is stated that by year 2, children should be able to express opinions, give reasons for decisions hey have made during social interactions, and provide appropriate answers to questions. In addition, build a range of vocabulary that can be used to form detailed conversations and express their feelings through tone and facial expressions (Welsh Government, 2015). However, it is expressed by Swansea council (2023) that children can face barriers when attempting to meet these goals. One barrier may be an individual having an additional learning need. According to Swansea council (2023) children with additional learning needs will find it difficult to meet targets in the way as children without additional learning, even with additional support. This may include, communication skills, writing and expressing their emotions through conversation and body language. In addition to this, the Department of Education (no date) states that one aspect of a child’s life that makes them unique is their culture. However, this can also create struggles during their early years experience as they face barriers that children from Wales will not face. Children from different cultures will have formed certain behaviours, social cues and traditions that may make it difficult to adapt to how an early year setting works. For example, they may face language barriers or behaviour difficulties due to forming previous attitudes towards authoritative figures and peers. Therefore, it can be difficult for practitioners to form a stable and positive relationship with the child, making it difficult for them to develop in their setting as they are not comfortable. Welsh Government (2022) continues this conversation by stating that this framework does not completely fit the ‘unique child’ as decisions made on assessment methods used are mostly made by management who do not know these individuals as well as the practitioner, therefore, can not account for the progress made by a child with additional learning needs or culturally different backgrounds as they are still seen as lacking in progression on paper. As well as this, children may be at completely different developmental stages while being in the same ear group based on being the youngest or oldest of the class. On the other hand, foundation phase curriculum focuses solely on active play and natural development through risk-taking, problem solving and building on social skills through natural conversation with peers. In addition, children following the foundation phase curriculum will only move onto the next stage of development when they are ready. This is decided by staff observation who work with the individuals. This makes sure that each child is not under pressure of trying new skills that they are not yet ready for, therefore, supporting the ‘unique children’ in their setting (Welsh Government 2015). 
According to the Birth to 5 Organisation (no date) progress tracking is imperative in the early years setting when aiming to know each individual's interests, strengths and weaknesses. Progress tracking makes sure that practitioners are able to give each child appropriate targets and intervention for their needs. As well as this, practitioners taking interest in each child’s interests makes each child feel comforted and heard in their setting. Local authorities have a duty of care and a responsibility to close the achievement gap between children from disadvantaged backgrounds and others who are not. This can only be done through effective and tailored intervention and on-going progress tracking. Progress tracking can be done many different ways. One way is through learning journeys. Learning journeys are individual journals for each child consisting of photos, mark making, pieces of art and pieces of information on the activity the child took part in. The purpose of learning journeys is to create a personalised book documenting the progress and development each child has made. Children may want to take part in creating their learning journey as it is based on their interests and pieces of work that they take pride in. This forms a sense of positive self-esteem in themselves as they are putting their progress on show. Learning journeys are suitable for the unique child as they are personalised to each individual and marks specific milestones of their early years career (Early Learning HQ Organisation, no date). 
The four principles of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) explain the guidance needed to support the unique child in each setting. All children have the curiosity and interest to learn and explore but need the encouragement from an enabling environment filled with opportunities to take risks and explore as well as a supportive relationship between the practitioner and child to be able to understand how the world works around them and how to socially connect with peers. The four principles say that a unique child who is constantly willing to learn and become a confident and capable learner, accompanied with a positive relationship with peers and practitioners that provides a sense of belonging can encourage a child to learn to be independent. The third principle includes enabling environments with supporting adults and resources that respond to their individual interests and encourage outdoor play creates a sense of value and respect for the things they have and the people who provide them with their resources. These principles result in complete learning and development for each individual child whether they learn at slower or faster rates. The unique child should be celebrated and supported at what ever stage they are at (Birthto5matters Organisation, no date). This idea of the four principles links with Bowlby’s Attachment Theory which explains that children form an instant and strong bond with their primary caregivers, most likely their parents, from birth. As the child gets older, they become less dependant on their primary caregiver and begin to explore new environments such as nursery. This is where it is important for the practitioner to form a strong bond with each child and know their interests individually. Where practitioners will have a caring and sympathetic approach when dealing with a child in distress, this is often where the child feels a sense of belonging and forms a positive relationship which helps to make their setting feel like a ‘safe space’. This has a positive impact on the child’s emotional, mental and psychological development. Secure attachment between a child and their practitioner shows care and the practitioner being in tune with the child’s emotional and developmental needs. This is where it is important for the practitioner to know each unique child as they will be comfortable enough to express their feelings and opinions to peers and practitioners which creates a positive and on-going mental and emotional development (NSPCC 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_dnvO8MMh][bookmark: _Int_bl1VYf6W]Children almost always gravitate to sensory stimulating, messy and toy-filled environments. So, why would this not be primarily used when attempting to engage children in learning and encouraging their development? Play-led curriculum gives children the ability to express themselves freely and develop at their own speed without pressure. However, when implementing a play-based approach to an early years setting, there are many considerations that need to be made so that it is performed successfully and effectively. Play-led curriculum is largely successful as it puts the child’s interests at the forefront of what helps children develop physically, mentally and socially. Play improves children’s ability to take risks, solve problems and communicate with peers respectfully, because of this, child-led learning is the only approach that can create an on-going system of development for all aspects of a child’s early years. Firstly, it is important that practitioners understand and allow child-led learning through play. According to Gonezy, T (2013) child-led learning is so successful in the United Kingdom because children start education from as young as three years old, this means that educational settings are able to build on the child’s development as early as possible, meaning that, by the time the child enters compulsory school at the age of 5, they have already created a personality where they are aware of their own interests, personalities and how to socialise with peers. In addition, it is important to lean into and nurture each child’s interests, especially when they are interested in the outdoors. Playing in the outdoors not only gives children a range of sensory stimuli, but also makes children respect and appreciate the society that they live in. They learn how to look after their world around them and become a functioning part of society. It is important that practitioners and settings as a whole are inclusive to all children in order to give them all the best chance of a high functioning development, not dependant on their learning needs or culture. According to Cologne, K (2014) practitioners have a role to include every child in their setting in an attempt to reclaim social justice and provide every child with equal opportunities. Inclusion links to play-led learning as all children should have the space and opportunities to explore their interests, this may include building dens, climbing trees, painting or role-play. The setting should be enthusiastic in providing each child with resources that will individually stimulate their needs. This is when play-led learning becomes successful as when a child is playing, they are focused and take care in what they are doing and how they are communicating. Although child-led learning has show to be highly stimulating for children in their early years, children will also always be accompanied by trained and enthusiastic staff that provide hands-on messy activities that can not always be performed by children on their own. These activities provide multi-sensory input that allow children to explore their creativity and ‘messy side’. Messy play also often allows opportunities to begin mark making. This can be done through painting, colouring and using floor chalk. For example, the practitioner will be able to give your child an opportunity to learn to write their name by writing it themselves on the floor and letting the child explore the letters and shapes independently. It is imperative for an effective childhood development that practitioners fully understand how a child’s brain works and how to perform. Interventions to best support each child individually. This is largely done though staff attending training courses. Ply-based training courses are becoming largely used in the early years sector as play-led learning becomes more popular within settings. Often, these training courses are free or at a low cost and provide essential information on how play-led learning is implemented within settings. According to the Education Endowment Foundation (2025) training is important for staff as staff will learn how to include themselves in the children’s play in a way that will positively impact them rather that ‘ruin’ their expressive flow. The adult has a role to include purposeful activities and suggestions into the children’s play, this may be to make the game more fulfilling, make it include maths or literacy or to support particular individuals mental or learning needs. For example, if a staff member is aware that one individual has complications when regulating their emotions when playing with peers, they can incorporate discrete relation methods into the game to attempt to keep that child regulated if something does not go the way they had planned. It is clear that play-based learning is helping and supporting children’s development and well-being as these training courses have been gaining more and more attention which earns that practitioners are able to perform effective intervention that encourage the development of children emotionally, physically and mentally.
From the previous information that has been discussed in this blog, where play-based learning is seen and proven to be one of the more effective and fulfilling forms of learning that supports children’s development in a plethora of ways, it is clear that there are many aspects that need to be considered before implementing a play-led curriculum in an early years setting. Play-led learning encourages taking risks, exploration, sensory input and physical development. As well as this, when playing outdoors, children build an appreciation of the world around them and begin to learn social norms that take care of the planet. For example, not littering. Implementing a play-led curriculum means that staff must understand and appreciate how to teach play-led learning and have an enthusiastic and open-minded approach. This is becoming easier as time goes on with upcoming training courses and more information being available online. Children find play fun and give them the ability to use their imagination freely independently or with peers, so why not begin to implement lay-led learning? It is a clear effective approach!
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