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A critical literature review: Supporting young children to be capable through the lens of the curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings
Positionality
My professional and personal journey has been deeply rooted in early childhood education, social equity, and child-centred pedagogies. As a resident of a socioeconomically deprived area, I bring a lived understanding of the challenges faced by communities that experience marginalisation, limited access to resources, and systemic disadvantage. This lived experience significantly shaped my awareness of social justice issues and fuels my commitment to ensuring equitable access to high-quality early years provision for all children, regardless of background or circumstance.
Professionally, I work as a Flying Start Advisory Teacher and support the childcare practitioners in Blaenau Gwent to provide high-quality provision so that children can have the best start in life. I also serve as a registered nursery inspector with Estyn, Wales's education and training inspectorate. This role affords me a comprehensive overview of educational practice across diverse settings and communities, as well as a deep appreciation for the policies and standards that govern quality and equity in early years education. My role requires a critical yet compassionate lens, balancing accountability with a recognition of the contextual factors influencing provision.
My practice is underpinned by Froebelian principles, particularly the belief in the holistic development of the child, the importance of play, and the value of relationships and community. As a Froebelian practitioner, I see children as competent, curious, and capable individuals whose rights, voices, and agency must be honoured. I believe that education should nurture children's potential through respectful environments, enabling, and rooted in trust.
During my secondment to the Welsh Government, I had the privilege of co-authoring the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (the curriculum) and the associated assessment arrangements. This experience broadened my perspective on national policymaking and deepened my resolve to advocate for pedagogical approaches that are inclusive, developmentally appropriate, and reflective of children's diverse contexts. It also strengthened my belief in the importance of a practitioner's voice in policy development and implementation.
A core belief that informs my practice is that children should be trusted. This fundamental value is reflected in every aspect of my work—from how I interact with children, to how I support practitioners, to how I contribute to policy. Trusting children means believing in their capabilities, respecting their choices, and providing them with the emotional security and relational consistency they need to thrive.
As a certified Circle of Security practitioner, I am committed to supporting secure attachment relationships and promoting emotional well-being in early years settings. I understand that children's behaviours are meaningful expressions of need, and I strive to help caregivers and educators respond with sensitivity, reflection, and care. This aligns with my broader belief that nurturing relationships form the foundation of all effective pedagogy and that educators must be emotionally available and attuned to each child's needs.
In all my roles—inspector, practitioner, policy contributor, and community member—I approach issues with a relational, child-centred, and equity-driven lens. I am guided by a belief in dignity, trust, respect, and the inherent value of every child. My positionality, informed by both personal and professional experience, compels me to challenge deficit narratives, advocate for inclusive practices, and work toward systems that empower children, families, and educators alike.
Context
This literature review will use the lens of A Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) to evaluate literature relating to the support of young children, particularly in viewing them as capable and fully capable of learning. The review focuses on three approaches to early education and care: the Reggio Emilia approach, the Froebelian principles, and Forest Schools. These three approaches were chosen because they share many overlaps. Tina Bruce describes Friedrich Froebel as the inventor of kindergarten, and Ryan (2025) suggests that Froebel's work—The Pioneer of Early Childhood Education—had a significant influence on Loris Malaguzzi, who established the progressive educational approach in Reggio Emilia. While the Forest School approach and the Froebelian approach differ in some respects, they share many similarities, particularly in valuing principle-led pedagogy, with a focus on children’s freedom to learn, play, and build connections with nature (Bullard, 2022).
The parameters used for this review are ‘the environment’, ‘experiences, namely play’, and ‘adult perceptions’. These parameters were chosen because they align with current messaging in the suite of documents published by the Welsh Government to support effective early years practice and pedagogy.
The review does not engage with other approaches that also view the child as capable, such as the Leonardo Effect, The Curiosity Approach, Anji Play, and Montessori. This was beyond the scope of the word count and would have resulted in a review that is too broad, lacking depth and criticality.
In the future, I hope to explore the feminist argument that much of the workforce in early years education is made up of working-class women, and how childcare is often not regarded as ‘real work’. This idea was first raised by McMahon (2016) in her thesis Early Years Professional Status: A Narrative Study of Leadership and Contradictory Professionalism, where she explores arguments that women have historically been positioned to hold domestic and childcare duties. As a result, working in childcare settings for low pay is often seen as women’s work. This concept deeply resonated with me and provided a new lens through which to view the current issues faced by the childcare sector including recruitment and retention, as well as sector funding. However, these discussions, while related, are beyond the scope of this review.
The review is organized into four main themes, following a brief introduction. The first theme considers the effective environment, as outlined in the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, and how this is interpreted and implemented in practice. The second theme reviews engaging experiences, particularly play. The third theme focuses on the enabling adult and how their perceptions of children’s capabilities shape their interactions with children. The final chapter analyses how these enablers may not always translate into practice and the implications of this. It also considers the barriers to effective research in the Flying Start context. These main themes—environment, experiences, and adults—emerged throughout the literature as consistent threads in all three approaches considered. This strongly correlates with more recently co-constructed publications from the Welsh Government, where the three enablers of effective practice and pedagogy are described as: the enabling adult, effective environments, and engaging experiences. Finally, the conclusion synthesises the reviewed literature and identifies areas for potential future research.
A note here: both my colleague, who led on the publication of the curriculum for the Welsh Government, and I are both Froebelian practitioners. I acknowledge the influence this positionality had on the documents produced and published. 
Throughout this review, the term ‘the curriculum’ will refer to the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, while ‘the guidance’ will refer to Flying Start childcare guidance

Introduction
'Flying Start is the Welsh Government's targeted Early Years programme for families with children under 4 years of age in some of the most disadvantaged areas of Wales. The core elements of the programme have been shown to influence positive outcomes for children and their families and include funded quality, part-time childcare for 2–3-year-olds' (Welsh Government, 2023). The programme aims to address some of the inequalities faced by children who grow up in poverty. Several research papers have concluded that children growing up in poverty may have poorer health outcomes (WG,2024); be at risk of child abuse and neglect (Bywaters et al, 2022); have a speech and language need (Stats Wales, 2023); and be less successful academically than children from families with more resources (Mayo and Siraj, 2015). There is also the study by the Welsh Government (2023) which shows that there is a strong correlation between children living and growing up in poverty and lower attainment levels, and another previous study commissioned by the Welsh Government in 2017 concluded that children living in Flying Start areas were achieving lower levels of attainment at the end of Foundation Phase than those children in non-Flying Start areas. 
Recent research into the attitudes of Flying Start Practitioners towards young children's capabilities by Waters-Davies and Macdonald (2022) found that a minority of practitioners continue to hold deficit views of children's capabilities based on risk factors and a consequence of this is that those practitioners may not routinely use a pedagogical approach which includes strategies (Sylva, 2004) which afford children autonomy or opportunities to develop and deepen their thinking skills. Waters-Davies and MacDonald (2022) pose the question 'Does a well-intentioned professional position mean that some children are restricted from access to play and pedagogy that might serve to support curiosity and conceptual thinking?' 
My main reason for choosing this topic is personal interest. I became interested in how practitioners view children and perceive their capabilities or conversely, incapability during my time working for the Welsh Government when writing the curriculum. It is my experience of working with children in Flying Start that has driven this interest as children in deprived communities are often positioned as lacking or deficient and in need of catching up which correlates with the findings of Waters-Davies and MacDonald (2022). Given that Flying Start Childcare (WG, 2023) is an intervention to support children to overcome against the odds (WG,2024; Bywaters et al, 2022; Stats Wales, 2023; Mayo and Siraj, 2015) a policy which positions the child as incapable and the role of the adult is to help the child become 'less deficit' (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) may not be helpful. 
Theme One ~ An environment that enables.
Welsh Government (2022) describe the effective environment for 'the curriculum' as flexible, offering risk and challenge, and supporting children to develop confidence, independence and resilience. This section will examine the literature and research concerned with the environment both indoors and outdoors in childcare and early education settings. 
Several authors of literature which advocate for the Reggio Emilia Approach (Thornton and Brunton,2005; McNally and Slutsky, 2026; Arseven, 2014) including the founder Loris Malaguzzi, describe the environment in the nursery setting as the 'third teacher' alongside the teacher and the child. Strong-Willis and Ellis (2009) argue that by seeing the environment as an educator, as the Reggio Emilia approach does, practitioners notice how the 'surroundings can take on a life of their own that contributes to children's learning.' Manera (2022) also explores the importance of the aesthetic dimension of the environment in fostering the inclusive perspective of the Reggio Emilia approach to early education. 
Guo and Rouse (2024) argue that while evidence is promising that the Reggio Emilia pedagogical approach positively contributes to children's learning, questions have been raised about how the features found in the schools and infant-toddler programmes within the Reggio Emilia region might manifest themselves in other contexts, and the implications of doing so. In their qualitative meta-synthesis of research regarding Reggio Emilia's practice in early years settings in Australia, they note that it is accepted that environment fosters children's exploration, discovery, and the construction of knowledge, where children can interact with their surroundings and engage in meaningful experiences. They (Guo and Rouse, 2024) draw on research by Baxter (2007) and Hall (2013) which found that teachers modified their environments to enhance natural and aesthetic elements and make resources more accessible to children alongside creating areas conducive to creativity and interaction, they surprisingly did not report making changes to the outdoor environment. Both studies also concluded that there were instances of conflict with colleagues regarding the changes made to the learning environment. 
Chicken (2022) explores the complexity of curriculum migration and implementation of the Reggio Emilia approach in the early years setting in England. She draws on a Foucauldian discourse to outline that curriculum is underpinned by social discourse while there is also the discourse of school readiness which has a 'stranglehold' on early years policy in England. Chicken (2022) argues that regimes of truth govern practice towards 'desirable norms' such as school readiness and then deems what is appropriate within pedagogical practice if children are to achieve these desirable norms. She argues that the social discourse in Italy (Reggio Emilia) is for a deep trust in children's desire to learn and questions whether this social discourse exists in England and whether this idea can co-exist with a pre-defined set of outcomes. Similarly, Garden (2024) also uses Foucault's ideas on power as a lens for her study which examined the Forest School approach in early years settings. She argues that it is crucial to challenge educators to reassess traditional notions of knowledge and learning environments, questioning hierarchical structures and exploring how alternative approaches inspired by Foucauldian principles could cultivate more egalitarian and empowering learning environments. Both studies use the Foucauldian discourse of social construct and power to provide a useful lens to frame the research questions. This is a possible lens I would consider for future research. This chimes with the idea of a threshold concept and might be useful in supporting practitioners to reach the threshold concept as the young child is capable and competent (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022)
Theme Two ~ Enabling experiences
'The curriculum' describes the engaging experiences that should be offered in early years as hands-on, purposeful and meaningful to the child. It reminds the reader that children have a strong intrinsic need to play, and that play should be valued, as an end to itself and something which can be observed closely so that learning can be enhanced. Considering this, I will use 'play' as the focus for the literature to be reviewed for this theme.
The central importance of play is one of the Froebelian principles. In her seminal publication in 1991, Bruce outlines the twelve features of play[footnoteRef:1]. These features have been used as the foundation for many subsequent publications over the past 30 years by White (2019), Else (2009), Moyles (2010) and Waters-Davies (2022) to name but a few. The central importance of play, the features of play and the importance of play for child development have simply become 'known'. Sutton-Smith (1997) argues that the relationship between play and development has been so influential that people take it for granted. However, despite this 'knowing' that play is crucial Estyn (2024) reports that in schools 'where knowledge of child development was less robust, many well-intentioned but misinformed leaders introduced children to formal aspects of learning too soon to 'narrow the gap'. This premature focus on formal learning often did not align with the developmental needs of young children. Smedley and Hoskins (2018) carried out interviews with thirty-three practitioners across six settings who work with children aged two to four years old about their understanding of Froebel's concept of learning through play. They concluded that there are concerns that opportunities for play, self-directed and adult-initiated, are impacted by the academic pressures created by the English government's demands for young children to achieve school readiness, which can dominate and determine the activities on offer in early years settings. Gramling (2015) suggests that there is a tension in the early years between what practitioners know to be developmentally appropriate practice and pedagogy versus the reality of what they do. He discusses where policy negatively influences the practice and the pedagogy, for example, the overuse of teaching methods which are too formal and this chimes with the findings of Estyn.  [1:   12 "Features of Play" Children use first-hand experiences from life; Children make up rules as they play to keep control; Children symbolically represent as they play, making and adapting play props; Children choose to play – they cannot be made to play; Children rehearse their future in their role play; Children sometimes play alone; Children pretend when they play; Children play with adults and other children cooperatively in pairs or groups; Children have a personal play agenda, which may or may not be shared; Children are deeply involved and difficult to distract from their deep learning as they wallow in their play and learning; Children try out their most recently acquired skills and competencies as if celebrating what they know; Children coordinate ideas and feelings and make sense of relationships with their families, friends and cultures.
] 

This view is also supported by Pyle and Daniels (2016). They carried out research in Ontario, Canada where they used qualitative methodology which included observations in the kindergarten classrooms of 15 teachers across 3 school districts. They carried out these observations alongside in-depth interviews to explore the use of play and play-based learning which is an approach supported by Patton (2002). The researchers collected data in two phases over three years. They explain that this was to capture the enactment of the full-day kindergarten program. Pyle and Daniels (2016) reported that whilst there is general agreement that play belongs in the kindergarten classroom, the role of play in the classroom is often discussed in terms of its relationship to educational purpose. Free play is advocated when the focus of the kindergarten is to support social skills. However, teachers consider more structured play to be preferred when the purpose of schooling is the introduction of a targeted set of skills (Kuschner, 2015). This research paper offers some important insights into the perspectives of practitioners who work in early years settings and their understanding of the role of play in supporting young children to make progress in their learning. 
However, Grieshaber and McArdle (2010) suggest that there are some ideas about play in early childhood that are accepted almost without question, and they argue that play in the early years is not always innocent and fun, and not always the best way for children to learn. The methodology used to gather evidence was observations of children playing where the researcher does not interact, interrupt or disturb the play. Brodie (no date) reveals that when these real situations are witnessed some fascinating and sometimes disturbing play behaviours are observed. Roberts-Homes (2023) acknowledges that one of the most frequently used methods of collecting first-hand evidence in early years research projects is observation. It appears that in their study, Grieshaber and McArdle (2010) engaged in critical observation of play by making the everyday familiar events into 'unfamiliar' events (Roberts-Holmes, 2023) which means they were 'see' the familiar and routine events in the early years’ childcare setting in a new way (Clough and Nutbrown, 2007). By carrying out their observations with this lens, Grieshaber and McArdle (2010) saw play in a way that differed from the 'play' we have grown to accept and not challenge (Sutton-Smith, 1997).
This seemingly outlying argument holds some congruence with the published toolkit by the Education Endowment Foundation (2023) where it is stated that the evidence base for play-based learning is not strong or consistent. However, the toolkit establishes that low security of evidence is not the same as evidence of no impact and many approaches may have low evidence, not because they are ineffective but because high-quality research has not yet taken place. The Education Endowment Foundation (2023) acknowledge that this does not mean play isn't crucial for learning, more that further research which is independently evaluated is needed. They point out that there are examples of studies that have been successful in improving educational outcomes in settings with a high proportion of children experiencing socio-economic disadvantage, however, there were not enough studies to explore the relationship between play-based learning and disadvantage. This is a significant gap in the research and literature for something so widely accepted as a pedagogical fact. At this point in my studies, further research would be beyond my scope and capabilities. 
Tovey (2020) argues that while few deny the value of play, in practice it can be misunderstood, marginalised, reduced to occupying, superficial activities or replaced by adult-directed tasks disguised as 'playful learning'. This appears to be congruent with my own experiences however it is not clear which research findings Tovey is drawing on to be able to make this statement. This literature review has led to some realisations that are somewhat uncomfortable in the realisation that my positionality as a Froebelian practitioner is wreathed in affinity bias (National School of Healthcare Science, 2022). The literature available to support the Froebelian approach 'makes sense' however a closer look reveals that most of the research is action research in Froebelian settings. Whilst action research is a valued methodology (McAteer, 2013) the important point to consider is that it is likely (this is conjecture here) that the practitioners in the settings where the action research is being carried out have reached the threshold concept of a capable child. The researcher, by nature of action research, would be an insider, however, there might also be power at play where the employees want to give the researcher 'what they want to see' to mitigate repercussions for their employment (Bera, 2024). It might be beneficial to the field if action research was carried out in settings that had not necessarily reached the threshold concept of the capable child. This research would then be useful in effecting change in other childcare settings where practitioners persist in holding a deficit view of the young child. 

Theme 3 ~ The enabling adult 
Welsh Government (2022) outlines that the enabling adult should have thorough knowledge and understanding of child development, and should support children to develop resilience, independence and confidence while perceiving them as a capable learner. This theme will consider that while there is a growing body of literature which seeks to frame the role of the adult as crucial within the early years’ nursery setting, the reality is that this doesn't always translate into practice. 
A study in 2022 by Waters-Davies and Macdonald catalysed me to become interested in how the way we view young children might shape the pedagogy offered within the settings. In my own experience of working within Flying Start, when children in deprived areas are framed as 'lacking' and in need of 'catching up', then practitioners begin to see their role as supporting the child to become a less deficit version. The minor drawback to this study is that the researchers are not insider researchers. Lahman (2022) argues that oftentimes children of lower classes are being researched by adults who are socially, legally, physically and perhaps mentally more powerful. Whilst I am not attempting to suggest that the researchers would have 'othered' the children that they studied, I am merely noting that a possible extension of this study would be for an 'insider' perspective who understands that the notions of a competent, yet vulnerable child can be held simultaneously as a way of considering the unique position of children (Lahman, 2022) 
Alderson (2007 and van Rooyen et al (2015) both put forward the argument that children are as capable and competent as an adult allows them to be. Salamon and Harrison (2015) also found that the beliefs that practitioners hold about infants can guide their pedagogical practices in ways that can enable and constrain infants' experiences. With this in mind, the next research paper I will consider highlights how the role of the adult can limit the participation in research of some children who they see as less capable. Tyrie et al (2023) through competitive tender undertook research which was commissioned by the Welsh government to elicit children's experiences of the covid-19 lockdowns. The pragmatic design used purposive sampling to select 30 children across four schools in South Wales with criteria that the children had to be aged 3 to 6 years during the pandemic and be enrolled in a primary school in Wales at the time of the study. Campbell et al (2020) note that purposive sampling can lead to the better matching of the sample to the aims and objectives of the research, which in this case was to fill a 'gap' in knowledge about how children viewed the lockdowns. However, the authors (Tyrie et al, 2023) explain that some children with perceived 'poor behaviour' were not allowed to engage as participants and some voices were 'heavily monitored and censored by settings when they said things that adults found problematic.' Wall and Robinson (2022) acknowledge that during research they 'hear of children's voices being filtered by adults, often well-meaning adults, but their messages are nonetheless filtered' This would suggest that allowing the schools the opportunity to select the children who would participate to fulfil the purposive sample excluded the learners who voices need to be amplified, as the practices do not support children to air their views (Wall and Robinson, 2022). A gap in research is emerging here where there is a need to encourage participation and elicit the views and hear the voices of those children who might be previously excluded from participating due to their perceived capability to participate meaningfully. This approach is advocated by Clark and Flewitt (2020) who critique normative discourses of 'competency' and consider how assumptions about competency in early childhood education can support or hinder young children's learning. They pose the question of how competent researchers and educators are, in recognising and valuing young children's perspectives particularly those children who may be considered 'less competent' than others,
As outlined in my positionality statement I view myself as a practitioner with strong alignment with the Froebelian approach and incorporate many of the principles and practices into my pedagogical approach. This review has highlighted that there is a lack of research which is peer-reviewed into the effectiveness of the Froebel Approach in terms of supporting young children to make progress and close the disadvantage gap. The review has uncovered a plethora of writings (Tovey, 2017, Bruce 1987, 1991 and 2021, Louis 2016) around how to use the principles today and how they relate to current practice. However, these all stop short of providing any findings to demonstrate that the approaches being advised are effective at supporting young children with their progress. 
Theme Four ~ Controversies ~ The implementation gap
This section will examine the literature which focuses on the implementation gap (Whitters, 2017). There is a growing body of research (Tovey, 2017, Athey 2007, Bruce 1987, 1991 and 2021, Brodie 2014) that challenges the traditionally held view of a 'deficit child'. This evidence frames the child as capable of making choices and developing their thinking skills. More recent studies (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) have illustrated that children living in deprived areas and with language delay can also be capable of exploring, extending their learning and applying their knowledge when supported by an adult who uses terms such as 'I wonder…' and 'what would happen if…?'. However, an important gap between research findings and practice has been highlighted by Estyn and CIW in the most recent report of findings (2024) where just over 13% of settings inspected in 2022-23 were found to have pedagogy and practice which did not support children to become capable and competent. 
Harper and Obee (2020) undertook research in Canada with a group of Forest School practitioners to explore how the practitioners articulate the benefits of outdoor risky play for child development. This study had ten participants who were recruited using snowball sampling and needed to have worked in forest school or nature school settings for at least one year. A semi-structured interview method was used for data collection, and these were carried out over the telephone. The findings of the study were analysed, and four main themes emerged including 'the child is competent'. The participants (8/10) identified that watching children playing had been the main way that they had developed their pedagogy and practice around risky play, and the observation of children revealed how competent and capable children are at managing their own safety. This idea holds congruence with the findings of Little (2022) and Little (2010). It seems to me as if the practitioners in this study had reached the threshold concept of the capable child through opportunities to work in forest schools and observe children carefully for at least one year. This limitation is recognised by the researchers as they note that selection may be a response bias. The challenge of navigating the tension between minimising injury and supporting child development was overcome in innovative ways, with the researchers noting that participants cited their own resilience as a factor. This is in contradiction to the findings of Jerebine et al (2022). In this research paper, the participants described children as 'precious cargo' and in his systematic review of children's voices regarding safety and risk (Jerebine, 2022a) he reports that children comment that all the fun stuff is too dangerous. Both studies concluded that there is a disparity between the play children want in schools and what they are allowed to do, and the constraining factors of the risk-averse practitioners stemmed from fears for children's safety and that they might be blamed if there was an injury. These findings suggest to me that the practitioners did not trust the children to be safe, unlike the participants in the study by Harper and Obee (2020). They are yet to see the child as capable of managing their own risk.
It would appear that a common thread within the implementation gap theme is that of the threshold concept of the competent and capable child. Farah (2023) suggests that the deficit views of young children persist as the screening and assessment tools used by early years practitioners position the child against a list of capacities that they don't have. Archer (2017) argues that the use of such assessments may result in the absence of care ethics and can shape a practitioner's frame of reference and possibly limit the language used to describe children's experiences. Murphy, Greenway and Conn (2024) found that often practitioners struggle to embrace new ways of working and thinking and transpose new ideas onto old ways of working. Whilst the findings of Murphy, Greenway and Conn (2024) are useful and can likely be generalised for those practitioners working in early years settings, it is important to note that this research was carried out with Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinators in schools in South Wales. It would be pertinent to extend this research to those practitioners with similar responsibilities working in early years childcare settings to glean whether the findings are similar. 
Slightly outside the search parameters of this literature review, but pertinent to the implementation gap is the attachment-informed approach to pedagogy and practice in childcare settings. Care Inspectorate Wales published a case study (2025) which showcased the work of a Flying Start setting in South Wales where the practitioners in the setting have improved their approach to supporting relationships and attachments, alongside encouraging children to explore whilst being mindful not to interfere. The showcase reports that practitioners stay close so that they can support them if needed and children know that they can turn to the adults for help if required. In her forthcoming paper, Pepper (forthcoming) acknowledges the importance of a whole-setting approach to professional learning so that attachment-informed approaches can be most effectively implemented, so that children benefit most. Similar conclusions were drawn by Greenhalgh et al., (2020) in their study which evaluated the perceptions of practitioners working in pupil referral units and by Roberts et al. in their 2023 research paper which studied the perceived barriers of those in social care settings, to working in a trauma-informed way. Both studies correlated with the research findings of Pepper (forthcoming) that whole systems approach to attachment and trauma is needed, in which there is an awareness of the impact of trauma, structures are in place to best support staff in their work, and everyone has a shared understanding and approach to working with these children.
It is important to note here however that the research carried out by Greenhalgh et al., (2020) and Roberts et al. (2023) does not focus on practitioners working with children in the early years. This presents a gap in the research in this field and as a result attachment-informed practice, in particular Circle of Security, could provide the lens for the action research which is proposed in the conclusion. 
In my own experience, I would argue that the implementation gap can also be attributed to the local interpretation of the approaches discussed in the previous themes. Whilst acknowledging this, however, the scope of this review does not allow for further exploration of this argument at this point. 
The Curriculum was designed to be authentically Welsh and genuine co-construction (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020) with practitioners attempted to overcome these factors described in the previous paragraph. The curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022) tells practitioners that they need to perceive children as capable learners. However, as Cousin (2015) points out this process of challenging the 'common sense' understanding is troublesome because the reversal of the 'understanding' can involve an uncomfortable, emotional repositioning. Moreover, practitioners can only reconstruct their thinking for themselves. They must discard all notions that they hold that a child is incapable, and that the adult role is to support them to become less deficient. (Neaum, 2016, Meyer & Land, 2003, Kurt, 2022). There does appear to be a gap in the research in this field which determines the obstacles to the conjecture of the capable child and supports practitioners to get to the point where they can no longer 'unsee' children as capable.  
Conclusion
It seems to me that much of the research that has been carried out already is focused on children who are older than three years apart from the research project undertaken by Waters-Davies and MacDonald (2022) which was carried out in South Wales, with a cohort of Flying Start practitioners working with two-year-olds. This study was important as it provided new knowledge for those in advisory positions, namely that professional learning needs to attend to the construct of the capable child in a manner that genuinely challenges deficit notions and engages us with troublesome ideas (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022). This would be the research that I would hope to build upon. The nature of my role as a Flying Start Advisory Teacher and Responsible Individual for the two local authority settings, alongside living in an area of socio-economic deprivation places me as an insider researcher, which allows me to have more understanding of the research, context and the phenomena being studied (Saidin, 2017). There would be ethical implications to consider (Bera, 2024) given the nature of the dual role of the researcher (Bell and Waters, 2024) as the Responsible Individual[footnoteRef:2] of the setting, the participants would need to be assured that any finding would not have any repercussions for their work. [2:  Where day care is being provided by an organisation, a responsible individual who is responsible for day-to-day supervision of the provision of day care must be appointed by that organisation. The responsible individual has to meet the regulatory requirements in terms of their suitability for the positions (as specified in regulation 6(3)(b)(iii) or (iv) of the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010 (as amended)). It is the responsible individual who will generally be expected to demonstrate the ongoing compliance of the day care provision with the various requirements of these regulations, having regard to the relevant statements in the NMS.] 

It is important to research this question so that practice which does not support children to be curious and capable can be challenged and suitable professional learning offered to practitioners. Water-Davies and MacDonald (2022) suggest that such practice which limits opportunities for children to be curious and develop their thinking skills may be built upon an understanding that there is a hierarchy of skill development, and that language skill precedes curiosity, that children without language cannot engage in play that is driven by curiosity or enquiry. However, as argued by Siraj-Blatchford (2002) children need language to develop thinking skills, and the more thinking they are doing, the more their language will develop. What is problematic here is that overcoming a belief that young children are incapable requires a re-construction of how we see children (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) and a commitment to resist the dominant discourse of deficiency, developmentalism and readiness (Ashworth, 2016). This 're-construction' requires deep exploration of the concept of 'capable' and would require empathy with our childhood selves and subsequently our adult relationship with children. Meyer and Land (2003) discuss the threshold concept and how it transforms ways of thinking. However, Hoffman, Cooper and Powell (2017) remind us that 'It's hard to give what we weren't given' and if as children practitioners were instructed through formal methods and not supported to be curious it might be difficult to know how to offer this opportunity to the children in the setting. 
It might be appropriate to consider an approach with congruence to the findings from research on how young children learn and make sense of the world and their experiences. Louis (2013) suggests that young children take their 'lived' experience and make the external experience become internal thought. She continues by imploring practitioners to watch play carefully as it will be these careful observations that may reveal the child re-presenting their lived, real-life experience in the play scenarios. This holds congruence with the theoretical account of Baker, Le Courtois and Eberhart (2023) who conclude that practitioners should observe children playing with agency in mind. Bruce (2021) argues that skilled adults can observe 'children's voice' through the way that children approach their play or the way that they viscerally unfold body movements to connect they always present internal voice with the outside world (Guard, 2023) This method relies less on what a child can articulate orally and more on what their play can show the interested adult (Burke et al, 2024) This research would hopefully start a discourse with practitioners in which they are invited to consider the views of the children and reflect on the opportunities that they offer. This may become some setting-based action research (dude here) in which pedagogies to support curiosity (Sylva, 2004) are utilised (with guidance from the researcher) with a view to support the re-construction (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) of their concept of the children and their capabilities.
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