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Early years Curricula
Section 1
Play-based learning has been widely acknowledged for its importance in early childhood education (Zosh et al, 2022), with early years theorists, such as, Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget promoting the significance of play in the early years (Alharbi, 2022). In Wales, the introduction of the Foundation Phase in 2008 (Welsh Government, 2008) and the more recent Curriculum for Wales in 2022 (Welsh Government, 2022a) provide frameworks that aim to emphasize progression over strict academic targets. Both frameworks recognize the significance of developmentally appropriate practices, however, they differ in their structure, focus, and implementation. This section will compare and contrast the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales as two play-based learning approaches.
The Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales are grounded in developmental psychology and early years pedagogy which emphasise active, experiential learning and play over direct instruction and pen to paper exercises (Welsh Government, 2015a; Donaldson, 2015). This aligns with the theories of Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget, who both recognized the importance of play and hands-on learning in promoting child development. Jean Piaget proposed that children progress through universal stages of development by engaging in active exploration (Alharbi, 2022). According to Welsh Government (2015) the Foundation Phase framework support child-led learning in a resource-rich environment. Welsh Government (2022) suggests that the Curriculum for Wales values hands-on, experiential learning and play as key to effective teaching. It supports real-life, active experiences that help children develop skills, creativity, and well-being, especially through play and outdoor learning. Lev Vygotsky however, emphasized the role of social interaction and cultural context, with cognitive development occurring through guided support within the Zone of Proximal Development (Alharbi, 2022). Similarly, Welsh Government (2008) and Welsh Government (2022a) sees teachers as facilitators, allowing children to take ownership of their learning, whilst being supported or scaffolded by competent professionals. Maynard and Waters (2010) highlight that for best practice to be achieved, professionals need to be highly qualified and competent in their delivery. Furthermore, Baker and Ryan (2021) add that current initiatives to integrate playful learning into schools often overlook the importance of adults in embracing and demonstrating playfulness.
Despite its theoretical strengths, one major concern identified within the foundation phase was how play-based learning was understood and delivered across different settings. Estyn (2011) highlighted that some practitioners struggled to balance open-ended play with educational objectives, leading to variations in quality and outcomes. Research conducted by Welsh Government (2014) using a mixed method approach of surveys, observations and interviews, involving 604 schools, showed that practices varied widely among schools. Staff attitudes of letting go of more formal teaching strategies and adult to child ratios were seen to provide barriers to the full implementation of the Curriculum guidance. Similarly, Young and Miller (2013, cited in Evans, 2023) suggest that a move towards a more flexible Curriculum for Wales may lead to highly differentiated learning. It was identified by Newton (n.d) through discussions with teachers that the curriculum lacked depth and detail. Hulme et al (2022) suggest that while flexibility empowers teachers, it can also lead to uncertainty, especially among less experienced practitioners. Hulme et al (2022) further suggest that without clear, consistent expectations regarding play-based learning, some schools may underemphasise its role, particularly in settings where literacy and numeracy pressures persist.
The Foundation Phase was designed specifically for children aged 3–7 and includes seven Areas of Learning, with play-based learning central across all domains. Furthermore, the curriculum guidance highlights the importance of active learning, outdoor play, and child-initiated activities as essential to children’s development (Welsh Government, 2015a). This shows regard for the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), Article 31, which declares that every child has the right to play, and to experience a wide range of cultural and artistic activities (Unicef, 2016). However, in research carried out by Welsh Government (2014) it was recognized that child-led learning and continuous provision was observed less often than adult-led sessions. The Curriculum for Wales differs to the Foundation Phase as it offers a unified 3–16 framework built around six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs) and four core purposes (Donaldson, 2015). Although it retains the principle of developmentally appropriate pedagogy in the early years, the Curriculum for Wales guidance only refers to play indirectly, often through general terms like ‘learner agency’ or ‘developmentally appropriate experiences’ (Welsh Government, 2022b). While this flexibility allows for contextual curriculum design, the absence of detailed directives on play can again lead to a wide variability in interpretation and implementation (Whitebread et al, 2021). In a study carried out by Fisher (2022) gathering feedback from key stage 1 teachers and 11 headteachers identified that policy constraints and attitudes of staff very often acted as a barrier to the implementation of play in their school. Furthermore, McInnes et al (2011) highlights inconsistencies in Wales between practitioners' definitions of play and their practical implementation, affecting children's autonomy and learning. The research encourages the need for a clearer, shared understanding of play to enhance educational outcomes. 
The Foundation Phase initially positioned play as the core of its pedagogy, recognizing it as central to children's motivation, curiosity, and confidence. The curriculum guidance provided explicit examples of how play should be used in classrooms, and it was framed as a driver for both academic and social-emotional development (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2008). However, Tymms et al (2013) found that accountability pressures related to assessment, particularly in literacy and numeracy, led many schools to drift back toward formal teaching. This tension between pedagogy and performance provided limitations for a full play-based approach. Similarly, Maynard and Chicken (2010) noted that the educational value of play was often misunderstood or questioned by some parents and stakeholders, particularly when compared to the more formal models used. This lack of public understanding contributed to a cultural and institutional tension that complicated the implementation of play-led learning (Maynard and Chicken, 2010). The Curriculum for Wales was designed partly in response to these limitations, aiming to address the disconnect between early years and Key Stage 2, promoting progression rather than abrupt pedagogical shifts (Welsh Government, 2020). However, while the Curriculum for Wales offers schools autonomy to use the guidance and define what effective teaching looks like in their context, this approach may lead to uncertainty especially amongst less experienced practitioners (Newton, 2018. Taylor et al, 2016). Audit Wales (2022b) has raised concerns that the success of the Curriculum for Wales will depend heavily on investment in professional development, as well as adequate time, resources, and support. Audit Wales (2022a) noted that the Welsh Government did not thoroughly evaluate the potential costs associated with implementing a new curriculum. Teachers are concerned that experiential learning activities can be expensive, posing challenges within the constraints of a school budget (Newton, 2018).
A critical point of contrast between the two frameworks lies in how assessment is approached. In the Foundation Phase, assessment was intended to be observational and formative, focusing on what children could do in a more naturistic context (Welsh Government, 2008). However, schools were often pressured to produce quantifiable evidence of attainment, especially in core subjects. This led to a misalignment between play-based pedagogy and assessment practices (Tymms et al, 2013). The Foundation Phase and Curriculum for Wales promote formative, play-based assessment through observation, supporting holistic child development (Welsh Government, 2020). While this aligns well with early years pedagogy, it relies heavily on practitioner judgment, which can lead to inconsistencies. Time constraints and varying skill levels may impact the quality and accuracy of assessments (Newton, 2018). Newton (2018) further suggests that although the approach reduces pressure from formal testing, tensions can arise between child-led learning and the need to produce measurable outcomes. Without clear benchmarks and consistent training, assessment risks becoming subjective, potentially undermining equity and effectiveness across settings. The Curriculum for Wales aims to resolve this by introducing a progression model based on the continuation of learning, rather than fixed outcomes at specific ages (Welsh Government, 2022). In theory, this aligns more closely with the nature of learning through play, allowing for a broader range of evidence and less rigid age expectations. Still, there are concerns that without robust guidance, practitioners may struggle to translate these ideals into practice (Newton, n.d).
In comparing and contrasting the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales, it becomes clear that both frameworks value play and child-centred pedagogy, but differ in emphasis, structure, and execution. The Foundation Phase offered a clear, explicit commitment to play, grounded in developmental theory and early years best practice. However, it struggled with implementation due to pressures from assessment and varying practitioner understanding. The Curriculum for Wales provides a more flexible, progression-led model that potentially offers better continuity and learner engagement. Yet its lack of explicit guidance on play, combined with implementation challenges, creates risks that play may become marginalized in practice. To ensure that play-based learning remains a meaningful component of early education in Wales, it is crucial that practitioners are well-supported, curriculum expectations are clarified, and learners, teachers and stakeholders are involved in shaping educational experiences.

Section 2
Every child develops at their own pace and in their own way, demonstrating strengths in some areas while requiring support in others (McBlain, 2018; Wood, 2020). The concept of the 'unique child' recognises these diverse developmental trajectories, rejecting a universal approach to education (Hodes et al, 2018). Hodes et al (2018) further argue that acknowledging individuality is fundamental in early childhood education, particularly within play-based curricula that prioritise holistic development and learner autonomy. Bradbury and Roberts- Holmes (2018) share this view and further suggests that this enables practitioners to provide more tailored support, implement effective interventions and promote overall well-being. 
The understanding that each child as ‘unique’ is rooted in constructivist and socio-cultural theories, which emphasise that development is shaped by personal experiences, cultural background, and socio-emotional factors (Muller et al, 2017; Wood, 2020). These philosophies aim to improve teaching and learning in the early years and seek to encourage divergent thinking through practical and experiential learning (Malawat and Singh, 2024). This theory is widely accepted in early years frameworks across Wales, England, New Zealand, and Scandinavian countries, however, there is debate surrounding how best to assess and monitor children’s progress within this philosophy and without undermining individuality or personal identity (Burman, 2017; Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes, 2018; Nieminen, 2024). This essay critically examines two forms of assessment within early years frameworks: the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) and observational methods. It further explores these assessment techniques within play-based curricula, considering how these approaches respect the 'unique child'.
The perception of each child as a capable and active learner is rooted in socio-cultural theories, which emphasise the role of social interactions and cultural context in shaping development (Wood, 2020; Daniels, 2017). This view is supported by rights-based frameworks like the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which advocates for children's participation, identity, and autonomy in educational decision-making (UNICEF, 2016). The Curriculum for Wales outlines the importance of nurturing every child as a healthy, confident individual, which draws attention to the need for assessment practices that are responsive and avoid standardization (Welsh Government, 2020b). Consequently, assessments processes should provide tools for understanding rather than measuring. They should enable educators to tailor their teaching methods to meet the individual needs of each child (NAEYC, 2018). 
Observations are integral to the pedagogy of the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (2022). Practitioners are encouraged to continuously observe children in play-based contexts to gain insights into their interests, needs, and development (Welsh Government, 2022b). This method aligns with the principle of recognizing each child's uniqueness, as it emphasizes real-time, child-initiated learning and relies on professional judgment rather than numerical scoring systems. According to Jones and Lewis (2020), observational assessment offers flexibility and accommodates diverse learners, including those from minority ethnic backgrounds, multilingual, and neurodiverse children. Peterson and Elam (2020) support this view, adding that observations can capture rich qualitative data such as emotional expression, social interaction, or symbolic play, which standardized tools may overlook. This enables practitioners and teachers to make more informed decisions, become more accountable and ultimately enhance the quality of education and care provided for children. By and large, the observational approach to assessments is recognized as not only pedagogically sound, but is also supported by key legislation, including the UNCRC, the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and the Equality Act 2010, which advocate for inclusive, person-centred practice that recognises and responds to each child’s unique development and needs.
The Foundation Phase profile offers a different approach to assessment, referring to the evaluation of a child’s developmental status upon entry to formal education. In Wales, the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) functioned as the main baseline tool, assessing domains such as personal development, literacy, communication, and numeracy (Welsh Government, 2015a). Harlen (2016) argues that baseline assessments can be significant, providing a useful starting point for identifying children who may need additional support, particularly in relation to early speech and language needs or developmental delays. However, with the shift toward the new curriculum in Wales, the FPP has been largely phased out and early assessment now relies more heavily on teacher judgement and continuous observation (Welsh Government, 2022b). Consequently, this relies very heavily upon the experience and capabilities of the teacher. It is recognized by Newton (n.d) that less experienced teachers require more depth and description within curricula guidance to confidently deliver it to learners. 
The shift away from rigid baselining reflects a more rights-respecting and holistic philosophy. Research by Kucirkova and Littleton (2017) supports this direction, arguing that baseline assessments can undermine child-centred pedagogy by encouraging early labelling and standardised expectations. Bradbury (2012) shares this view, stating that a rigid definition of what ‘success’ is, can promote disadvantage amongst children, lowering self-esteem and setting them on a path of educational failure. Furthermore, O’Connor and Angus (2021) adds that baseline data may not accurately reflect children’s capabilities, offering only a small snapshot of what a child can do. Welsh Government (2020b) supports this view, highlighting that assessments should not be used to make a one off judgement, measuring a child’s development against the criteria that ‘best fits’. By and large, it is considered that information gathered using baseline tools can help identify children who may be struggling and require further support in certain areas of their learning and development and can also inform future planning. However, it is essential that such data is interpreted alongside professional judgment and contextual knowledge to gather a more holistic understanding of each child’s needs and developmental journey.  Therefore, professional development, time, resources and opportunities for teacher-led research is required to deliver a child-centered pedagogy that is effective for all learners (Baker and Ryan, 2021).    
Observational tools and the Foundation Phase Profile are two widely used approaches to assessment in Wales, however, they differ significantly in their ability to reflect an individualized understanding of a child’s developmental journey. Observation tools, such as learning stories, anecdotal records, and child-initiated learning journals, enable practitioners to assess learning through everyday experiences. These tools capture children's interests, emotional responses, and social interactions within authentic contexts. (Carr and Lee, 2012). Observations also allow for the inclusion of the child's voice and family input, supporting holistic assessment that adapts to the child’s unique learning pathway (Welsh Government, 2022b). This approach aligns well with New Zealand’s Te Whāriki curriculum, which similarly values child-led, culturally responsive assessment. The use of ‘Learning Stories’ within the Te Whāriki curriculum allows practitioners to document children’s learning in context, focusing on dispositions, identity, and relationships (Carr and Lee, 2012). This narrative-based method provides a personalized, inclusive view of development and emphasizes the partnership between educators and families. 
In contrast, the Foundation Phase Profile is based on expected developmental outcomes across several areas of learning. While this provides a consistent national framework, it is comparatively rigid and risks promoting a standardized view of development. Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2018) states that the fixed nature of its descriptors may lead to a ‘tick-box’ approach, which fails to capture the richness and variability of individual learning journeys. This can create pressure on both practitioners and children to meet specific milestones, potentially affecting confidence and personal identity (Burman, 2017). However, in a study carried out by Syzykbayeva et al (2021) it is suggested that structured assessment frameworks can positively impact self-perception and confidence in young learners. It is their view that formative assessments can improve the children’s understanding of planned learning outcomes and encourage students to become self-directed learners. Medina et al (2019) agrees but argues that using standardized exams alone can lead to inefficiencies within the education system, limiting progress rather than fostering meaningful improvements. Consequently, a combination of qualitative and quantitative assessment methods is recommended to address educational gaps and enhance overall quality. 
Previous literature suggests that an integral part to assessing learners’ development is the professional relationships between parents and practitioners (Welsh Government, 202b; Navarette, 2015). This collaboration ensures that assessment practices reflect not just what is observed in the classroom but also what occurs in the home and community environment (Department for Education, 2021). Bertram and Pascal (2016) shares this view but elaborates further by saying that through sharing observations and experiences, parents can contribute to a richer, more comprehensive picture of the child’s development. This shared knowledge enables teachers to tailor learning experiences that are meaningful and responsive, supporting progress across all areas of development. Robson (2019) highlights that assessments guided by strong parent-teacher partnerships are more likely to be accurate, inclusive, and culturally sensitive. Furthermore, Whalley (2017) adds that when parents feel valued and included, they are more likely to engage in their child's learning journey, reinforcing learning outcomes at home. This is especially important in diverse settings, where understanding family values and expectations can inform appropriate support strategies (Robson, 2019). However, it is recognised by Bond et al (2024) that the roles of parents within the school community is often passive, their involvement is usually limited to watching or listening rather than being actively engaged. Additionally, Navarrete (2015) adds that there is a need for greater collaboration between teachers, parents and children to aid assessment processes. In conclusion, partnerships between parents and teachers are fundamental to meaningful assessment in early childhood. This can enable assessments to be more accurate, foster consistent support, and promote a shared responsibility for children's learning and development. However, work needs to be done to create a more inclusive environment where parents are actively engaged and their contributions are valued, ensuring that assessment practices are truly reflective of a child’s holistic development.
To conclude, while both approaches aim to assess progress, observation tools offer greater flexibility and are better aligned with the principle of the ‘unique child’. They foster meaningful, individualised assessment and allow practitioners to respond to the child’s emerging needs and strengths. The FPP, while useful for national monitoring, should be used cautiously to avoid narrowing the assessment process. Formative assessments are effective when children and parents have involvement, leading to a more accurate reflection of a child’s abilities and giving children more autonomy.











Section 3
Let Them Be Little: Why Wales Must Fully Fund Quality Early Years Provision and Delay School Start to Age 7
Imagine a four-year-old, tiny legs swinging beneath them, unable to sit still on their chair, clutching a pencil whilst sounding out phonics. Around them, the classroom is buzzing with noise, movement everywhere, children laughing, blocks crashing down and water splashing in trays. 
The child leans in and whispers, "Can I go play now?"
The pencil falls from their hand. The teacher tries to regain their focus, whilst trying to manage the behaviour and well-being of others in the class.
This child is struggling with the monotony, the expectation to sit and decode symbols when their whole body yearns to move and explore.
Now, watch what happens when we set them free.
They bolt to the construction corner, stacking blocks sky-high before crashing them down with glee. They duck behind fabric sheets to build a den, whispering secrets to friends inside their fortress. In the garden, they carry heavy buckets of water across the garden, creating rivers and lakes in the mud. They crouch low to the earth, eyes wide in wonder as a wiggling worm is unearthed from beneath a log, “Look!” they shout, “He’s tickling me!”
They take turns, they negotiate, they invent, they communicate. They are not just playing, they are learning. 
Now look again, a child sat at a desk struggling to stay still, or a child with the freedom to lead their own learning and following their interests. Which one looks more like childhood, and which one offers the better learning experience?

















There is a misconception in our system, that getting children into school earlier gives them a head start (Morrison, 2014; Gray, 2020).  However, research by Whitebread et al (2017) and Pyle et al (2018) highlights that early formal instruction may suppress creativity, limit self-regulation and increase anxiety in young children. A growing body of evidence shows that children who begin structured education later, but instead have access to high-quality, play-based early years experiences, often outperform their peers in the long term (Pistorova and Slutsky, 2020; Lai et al, 2018; Whitebread et al, 2017; Pyle et al, 2018).
Delaying school start to age seven gives children what they need most, time. Time to develop language, motor skills, emotional regulation and social confidence, becoming a more well-rounded individual (University of Cambridge, 2013; Heckman, 2021). According to the Centre on the Developing Child (2021) and Moss et al. (2021) early experiences shape the architecture of the brain, with stable, nurturing environments being more impactful than academic content. Furthermore, a longitudinal study by Suggate (2016) found that children who began formal reading instruction at age seven often surpassed those who began at five, particularly in reading comprehension and intrinsic motivation. Similarly, Gray (2020) argues that premature academic demands erode children’s natural curiosity and love of learning, with children who start later showing more positive attitudes.
It is important to recognise the example set by countries like Finland, who are consistently topping global education and child wellbeing rankings (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2020). Finnish children start formal education at the age of 7 showing a deep respect for childhood. Children spend their earliest years in state-funded early education settings that focus on outdoor play, emotional growth, and curiosity, with no formal teaching or testing (Sahlberg, 2021). Additionally, investment in early years has been described as the best economic decision a government can make, with OECD (2017) and UNICEF (2020) both emphasising the high return on investment for quality early childhood education. Both cite improved school outcomes, reduced crime rates and better health across the lifespan. 
The Welsh Government (2013) underscores the significance of the early years, from pre-birth to age seven, as a pivotal period for a child's development, encompassing physical, cognitive, language, social, and emotional growth. It is noted that once mental and behavioural patterns are established, they become challenging to alter once children commence school. This emphasis is further supported by initiatives such as Flying Start, which targets children aged 2-3 from disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2015b). The Welsh Government (2024a) asserts that investing in the early years positively influences the physical and mental health and wellbeing of children, and that early intervention and high-quality childcare significantly enhance outcomes. Additionally, the expanded Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) framework aims to ensure that all children receive stimulating, developmentally appropriate experiences from birth to age five (Welsh Government, 2024b). A particular focus is placed on the first 1,000 days, from conception to age two, which the Minister described as offering the greatest potential for improving outcomes and reducing inequalities, with effects that shape future generations. Complementing this, the Welsh Government has legally enshrined the ‘Play Sufficiency Duty,’ recognizing play as essential to children’s mental, physical, social, and emotional development, particularly in mitigating the effects of poverty. However, the Welsh Government (2024a) acknowledges that in 2022, only one quarter of births were to parents residing in a Flying Start area. Furthermore, eligibility for 30 hours of free childcare between the age of 3 and 4 requires parents to be employed or in full-time education (Welsh Government, 2024c), raising concerns about the children who are not reached by either of these initiatives. For this reason, Welsh Government needs to fully fund early years provision which is accessible to all children.
None of this is possible without recognising the value of the early years’ workforce. Practitioners are highly skilled professionals who lay the foundations for lifelong learning, yet they are often paid less than retail workers, with minimal progression routes (NDNA, 2023). Burnout and high turnover rates are endemic (PACEY Cymru, 2022), directly affecting children’s continuity of care. The workforce crisis must be addressed through pay equity, professional development, and parity of esteem with the teaching profession (Welsh Government, 2017; Social Care Wales, 2023). Early years settings should be integrated more closely with the public education sector, not outsourced and underfunded.
Wales has a chance to lead again, they are pioneers of the Foundation Phase, and the Curriculum for Wales, which centre around wellbeing and creativity. By delaying the school starting age and fully funding early years education, Wales can finally align its policies with its principles. This certainly does not mean lowering standards, it is about ensuring that children are emotionally secure, socially competent, and ready to learn when formal education begins. It’s about honouring what the evidence tells us and putting children at the heart of policy. We need bold policy and funding that reflects our values.
Let’s fully fund early years. Let’s delay school start to when children are truly ready and let’s let them be little.
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