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Part 1
The Foundation Phase curriculum was originally designed to emphasise play's importance as a way of promoting holistic development. It embraced the idea that children learn best when they are involved in spontaneous, exploratory, and child-led activities and was based on both constructivist and socio-constructivist concepts of learning (Wood, 2014). In practice, the Foundation Phase offered a setting where play was not only an addition to academic knowledge but rather the context for the development of social skills, reading, numeracy, and problem-solving abilities (Bruce, 2015). The approach appealed to many practitioners because it gave children the freedom to try new things, make errors, and learn in a safe environment. However, even while this strategy seemed good in theory, there were issues with its actual implementation. The same freedom that fostered creativity might occasionally lead to uneven learning outcomes, a lack of standardised criteria, and differing levels of readiness for the more structured requirements of education as children moved through the system (Pyle & Danniels, 2017). According to Parker, Thomsen and Berry (2022), the anticipated benefits of play-based curriculum may be hindered by implementation variety in the lack of rigorous guidelines.
The Curriculum for Wales (2022), on the other hand, represents a shift in mindset that aims to preserve the positive effects of play while integrating it into a seamless, cohesive framework that spans from early childhood to adolescence. The new curriculum emphasises “foundation learning” as a crucial component of a lifelong educational journey, in contrast to the distinct, frequently isolated practices of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2022a). By encouraging continuity and coherence, this approach seeks to bridge the gaps between early play experiences and later learning expectations. Its focus on local curriculum design, which gives practitioners considerable freedom to create learning experiences reflecting the values of the community and the needs of individual children, is one of its notable strengths (Gov.Wales, 2022; Welsh Government, 2022a). However, according to Lawson (2023), if these decentralised methods aren't combined with strong assessment frameworks, they run the risk of becoming inconsistent.
The Foundation Phase’s strong support for play-based learning remains one of its most compelling aspects. Numerous studies have shown that play promotes curiosity, fosters social and emotional growth, and contributes significantly to brain development (Parker et al. 2022). The Framework offered a secure environment for many children, particularly those from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, allowing them to explore concepts and develop critical thinking skills without the immediate demands of standardised testing. According to Pyle and Danniels (2017), educators valued the creative freedom it provided, enabling the design of flexible, individually sensitive learning opportunities. However, the unstructured nature of the Foundation Phase also revealed weaknesses. The absence of clear, consistent assessment standards often made it challenging to measure long-term development. While play nurtured creativity, it did not always ensure the systematic development of academic skills, as several studies have found variances in academic preparation when children transitioned to more formalised environments (McGuinness et al., 2014). 
The revised Curriculum for Wales and the Foundation Phase differ significantly in how they approach professional development and autonomy for educators. Teachers under the Foundation Phase used a consistent play-based approach supplemented by a clearly defined set of guidelines. According to Gov.wales (2015), this framework facilitated a shared understanding amongst practitioners regarding learning objectives. In contrast, the new Curriculum for Wales grants educators much more flexibility, enabling them to adapt lessons to their local community's specific demands for more individualised and culturally appropriate learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2022b). Gov.Wales (2022) highlights that local adaptations are essential for meeting diverse learner needs. However, the OECD (2022) adds that close supervision is necessary to avoid disparities in education. Furthermore, the OECD (2020) also states that these difficulties have considerably been made worse by a lack of organisational assistance, leading to a more fragmented implementation process.
The way each curriculum engages its stakeholders is another important factor. According to Bruce (2015), the Foundation Phase was developed through a cooperative process involving community members, parents, and teachers, ensuring that the curriculum reflected community values and real-life experiences. However, the open-ended design of the Foundation Phase sometimes led to varying interpretations in the classroom (Wainwright et al., 2019). Walker (2019) supports this claim and states that inconsistent stakeholder engagement can lessen the intended impact of curriculum objectives. In contrast, the new Curriculum for Wales explicitly emphasises greater community involvement. The Welsh Government (2022a) states that local communities should actively participate in creating opportunities that reflect their cultural realities. Although Nutbrown (2012) cautions that without adequate supervision these changes could result in uneven standards. According to Hadley et al. (2024), when supported by suitable frameworks, greater stakeholder involvement can improve transparency. Gov.Wales (2022) underlines the importance of local adaptation in these circumstances.
The Foundation Phase placed a heavy emphasis on play-based learning based on abundant evidence that play is essential for children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development, as supported by Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Parker. et al (2022) supports this viewpoint by emphasising how play improves social skills and brain connectivity. However, Pyle and Danniels (2017) contend that the open-ended nature of play-based approaches can make it difficult to monitor academic progress in an organised way. Similarly, Chen et al. (2021) noted that lacking a structured evaluation framework makes it challenging for educators to establish clear benchmarks. Consequently, the new Curriculum for Wales integrates adaptable teaching strategies with continuous assessments. This blended approach aims to capture both measurable outcomes and the creative benefits of play (Wales Audit Office, 2022). Both qualitative and quantitative data are valued in this model (Welsh Government, 2022a), while Estyn (2023) point out that balancing these aspects requires an ongoing process. 
Important implications for the future must also be considered. Academic success later in life can be traced back to a positive, play-based start, as demonstrated by Burdette and Whitaker (2005). Nonetheless, Pyle and Danniels (2017) caution that the fragmented nature of the Foundation Phase sometimes hindered smooth transitions into more structured educational settings. The new Welsh curriculum is designed to offer a continuous educational journey from ages three to sixteen. According to the Welsh Government (2022a) and Gov.Wales (2022), this seamless progression aims to facilitate smoother transitions as children develop. Nevertheless, the Wales Audit Office (2022) warns that clear goal-setting and careful preparation are vital for success. Hattie (2009) argues that even a well-designed curriculum may not produce consistent results in the absence of continuous monitoring.
Cultural, political, and economic factors have significantly influenced the evolution of educational policies and practices in Wales. The Foundation Phase emerged during a period marked by progressive educational thought, which celebrated the intrinsic value of play as a powerful medium for learning and development (Bruce, 2015). This shift reflected a growing recognition of early childhood as a critical period for holistic development, emphasizing child-led, experiential learning over rote instruction. However, as Taylor et al. (2015) observe, the increasing demand from policymakers and stakeholders for verifiable, measurable outcomes placed considerable pressure on early years educators to adopt more structured and standardized approaches. This tension between play-based pedagogy and accountability frameworks has shaped much of the discourse surrounding early childhood education.
Furthermore, Senedd Cymru (2020) highlights how ongoing funding constraints continue to pose challenges to the uniform and equitable implementation of curricula across different regions and settings, often resulting in disparities in resource allocation and educational quality. In response, the new Curriculum for Wales seeks to strike a delicate balance between maintaining rigorous accountability measures and fostering innovative, flexible teaching methods that respond to the diverse needs of learners. While Nutbrown (2012) cautions that excessive emphasis on accountability and assessment can stifle creativity and hinder the adoption of new pedagogical practices, government documents such as Gov.Wales (2022) and Welsh Government (2022a) underscore that the curriculum reform process has been underpinned by broad stakeholder consultation and robust research evidence. This collaborative and evidence-informed approach aims to ensure that the curriculum not only meets national standards but also supports educators in delivering meaningful and engaging learning experiences that prepare children for the complexities of the 21st century.
Furthermore, the Successful Futures report by Donaldson (2015) had a significant impact on Wales’s educational system. In his report, Donaldson noted that while the Foundation Phase was effective in promoting play-based learning and early social skill development, its fragmented and rigid structure made transitions to formal education challenging (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson advocated for a unified curriculum spanning early childhood through to the teenage years, one that would preserve the innovative play-based methods of early learning while incorporating critical skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and digital literacy (Welsh Government, 2015). Department for Education (2021) also suggests that such a unified approach could overcome many of the transitional challenges experienced by children. Additionally, Donaldson (2015) emphasised that a curriculum should be adaptable enough to meet the needs of local communities, thereby offering educators the flexibility to tailor lessons based on their pupils’ requirements. This idea influenced the revised Curriculum for Wales, which now strives to deliver a well-rounded educational experience by merging innovative teaching methods with continuous assessments (Gov.Wales, 2022). According to Furlong (2016), Donaldson's study has played a crucial role in guiding Wales toward an educational system that better prepares students for real-world challenges. 















Part 2
The foundation of early childhood education in Wales is the idea of the "Unique Child," which holds that each child is a unique individual with unique needs, interests, skills, and developmental paths. This concept encourages practitioners to create adaptable learning spaces that reflect each child's inner world within the framework of a play-based curriculum, which is essential to the Curriculum for Wales (2022). The Areas of Learning and Experience (AOLEs), which direct curriculum development and assessment, are essential to this strategy.
The phrase "Unique Child" refers to a dedication to realising that every child's cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development is incredibly unique and variable. In order to promote a child's holistic development as described in the AOLEs, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) places a strong emphasis on the need for learning experiences to be inclusive, adaptable, and personalised (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Observational assessment is one of the primary methods that is used in early years settings in Wales. During spontaneous play activities, practitioners document their observations to capture the subtle aspects of children's creative thinking, problem-solving, and interactions (Dyson, 2015). Since these assessments are a part of everyday activities, they provide a deep, contextual picture of the developmental path of a child. Observational approaches' strength is their ability to identify milestones, development and subtle indicators that are frequently missed by standardised assessments. Individual experiences and emergent skills are highlighted in these observations, which supports the Unique Child concept (National Association for the Education of Young Children, NAEYC, 2020)
However, there are disadvantages to depending solely on observational judgement. The competence, training, and reflective ability of the practitioner have a significant impact on the quality and reliability of these observations. Without thorough professional development, practitioners face the risk of subjectivity and unconscious prejudice, which could lead them to misread a child's behaviour or fail to notice quiet, shy learners (Bruner, 1983; Cowie, 2013). Furthermore, when there is demand to give evidence for accountability purposes, it can be challenging to make sure that such qualitative data is reliable enough to support educational planning and policy (NDNA, 2021). In order to recognise the Unique Child, observational assessments are crucial, but they also need a solid support system that include ongoing practitioner preparation and reflective practice.
Many early childhood theorists support the use of observation and the concept of the Unique Child. For instance, Malaguzzi (1963) shown that children are competent and have interests of their own that should guide their education. Vygotsky's (1978) theories also serve as a reminder that a child learns through their interactions with people and their environment. All of these concepts emphasise how important it is for educators to spend time observing children in their natural play environments. By promoting a flexible, child-led approach to learning that recognises each child's interests and pace, the Curriculum for Wales supports these philosophies (Welsh Government, 2019).
Practitioners observe pupils using a variety of techniques. They create thorough narratives that represent a child's play activities, taking note of context, body language, and discussions. Teachers are able to understand not just what happens but also why it happens with the support of these narrative observations (Edwards, 2017). Additionally, practitioners maintain brief anecdotal records that document particular instances demonstrating a child's special abilities or difficulties. For instance, a moment is captured when a child plays and produces an innovative answer to a problem. A comprehensive picture of the child's progress over time can be obtained by including these documents in digital portfolios that also contain images and samples of the child's work (Hwb, 2023).
Some early years settings also use checklists or rating scales to document specific achievements. Although these tools bring some consistency, they must be used with care. A strict checklist might miss the unique ways a child learns, so educators need to remain flexible (Cowie, 2013).
Observational assessment offers several important benefits that support the idea of the Unique Child. First, it helps create learning experiences that are tailored to each child. When a teacher notices a child loving storytelling during play, they can plan further activities to develop that interest. This personalisation not only builds confidence but shows that each child’s individual talents are recognised (Dyson, 2015). Also, observation provides a well-rounded view of a child’s learning. It goes beyond academic skills to include social behaviour, emotional expression, and creative play which covers the complete picture of development. This holistic view fits well with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which is designed to nurture all aspects of a child’s growth (Welsh Government, 2019). Another major benefit to observation is better communication with families. When teachers share clear and detailed observations with parents, families can better understand their child’s progress and strengths. This transparent dialogue helps build trust between the home and school, ensuring that the child’s learning is supported everywhere (NDNA, 2021). Early observation also means that any potential problems can be noticed early, allowing for timely support and intervention.
Despite its advantages, observational assessment has a number of disadvantages. Subjectivity is a significant problem. Two teachers may document the same behaviour in different ways since observations rely on how they interpret what they observe. Individual opinions or hidden biases may result in contradictory data and lead educators to make decisions that may not fairly represent and reflect a child's needs (Allingham & Brinning, 2023). Another challenge is time. Practitioners have many duties in busy classrooms, so they often do not have enough time to make detailed observations. When time is short, important details about a child’s behaviour might be missed, and the rich insights that careful observation can provide may be lost (White, 2015). There is also pressure for accountability. Schools are required to provide clear, measurable evidence of learning for policy and inspection purposes. This pressure can push educators toward using more structured, check-box methods. While these methods help standardise data collection, they can limit the ability to capture the full, detailed picture of a child’s development and spontaneous behaviour (Cree & Robb, 2021).
Given these challenges, there are several steps that can help improve observational practices. Regular professional development is essential. When practitioners receive ongoing training, they become better at observing without bias and capturing meaningful insights into each child’s progress (Welsh Government, 2019). Working together is another useful approach. When practitioners share and discuss their observations, they can learn from each other and develop more consistent methods. Meetings and peer reviews can help build a shared understanding of what to look for and how to record it accurately (Edwards, 2017).
Digital tools also offer promising support. Observation apps and digital portfolios make it easier to record, store, and share observations. These tools help capture a richer mix of data, such as written notes, photos, and audio recordings, and they simplify sharing information with colleagues and parents (Hwb, 2023). Finally, even if checklists are used, they should serve only as guides. A balanced approach that includes both structured methods and detailed narrative accounts is best for truly capturing the unique ways each child learns (Cowie, 2013).
Observation is not just an isolated task. It is closely linked to the goals of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). This national framework encourages a play-based, child-led approach to learning. It reminds teachers to support every aspect of a child’s development, from cognitive skills to physical and emotional growth (Welsh Government, 2019).
When teachers observe children during play, they can use what they see to plan activities that match the AOLEs. For example, if a child is especially curious about building things during free play, a practitioner might introduce more hands-on activities that encourage this interest. Sharing detailed observations with parents also ensures that everyone involved understands how the curriculum is being tailored to the child's needs (NDNA, 2021).
Observational assessment is an essential tool in early years education that helps teachers understand and support the Unique Child. By watching children during play, educators can capture subtle behaviours and learning moments that standardized tests often overlook, thereby tailoring activities to each child’s individual needs (Hale, 2020). Over time, these detailed observations build a comprehensive picture of a child’s development, allowing for more personalised and responsive teaching (Education Scotland, 2017).
However, there are also challenges. One significant issue is subjectivity. Since each teacher brings their own perspectives to what they observe, two educators might describe the same behaviour very differently. This variability can lead to inconsistent records and decisions that may not accurately reflect a child’s needs (Williams, 2020). Moreover, environmental factors, such as changes in classroom conditions, the time of day, or fluctuations in teacher and student moods can influence what is noticed. For example, a busy, rushed setting may cause subtle developmental cues to be missed, especially for neurodivergent children, resulting in an incomplete understanding of a child’s progress (McDougal, 2023).
Additionally, pressure for accountability can force practitioners to use more rigid, checklist-based observations, which often overlook the variation of everyday interactions (Birth to Five Matters, 2023). To address these issues, current research suggests that ongoing professional training, digital observation tools, and collaborative practices are vital. These strategies can help reduce bias, improve consistency, and ensure that observations truly honour the uniqueness of every child's developmental journey (Nursery World, 2023).

















Part 3
Beyond the Classroom Walls: Is Outdoor Learning Fully Embraced in the way That It Should be?
The importance of play-based learning has been highlighted more and more in educational conversation in recent years, as outdoor settings provide rich, authentic opportunities for discovering new things. The inclusion of outdoor play in the academic framework is especially relevant within the curriculum for Wales, which promotes an immersive, inclusive, and holistic approach to learning. It takes careful planning, pedagogical considerations, and a dedication to creating meaningful experiences outside of the traditional classroom to make the switch to a play-based curriculum, particularly one that emphasises outdoor learning. 

Numerous vital skills are developed through outdoor learning, which supports children's overall development. Climbing, balancing, and running are examples of physical activities that promote gross motor skills and general fitness (Gallahue & Donnelly, 2003). As children cooperate, negotiate, and solve problems in groups, they develop social skills that promote communication and teamwork (Waite, 2017).

Children who interact with nature, exploring patterns, ecosystems, and environmental relationships, also develop cognitive abilities including critical thinking and problem-solving (Sandseter, 2010). Children's use of natural resources for imaginative play and artistic expression fosters creativity in outdoor environments (Bruce, 2011). As children learn to evaluate obstacles, take measured risks, and develop self-confidence, they also develop resilience and risk management skills (Sandseter, 2010).

Additionally, outdoor learning promotes awareness of the environment by motivating children to gain a better understanding of sustainability and develop deeper connections with the natural world (Chawla, 2015). The Curriculum for Wales reinforces outdoor learning's role in education by highlighting its significance in promoting curiosity, independence, and well-being (Welsh Government, 2020).


However, the question is, is outdoor learning in Wales reaching its full potential? 
The Curriculum for Wales supports hands-on, holistic education, therefore integrating outdoor areas into normal education has a solid basis. Still, it's unclear if outdoor learning is being utilised to its full potential or as it deserves to be.
Outdoor activities are beneficial for cognitive, social, and emotional development, according to recent policies like the Welsh Outdoor Learning Policy (2020) and initiatives from groups like Natural Resources Wales. According to these frameworks, outdoor learning ought to be an integral component of education rather than a sporadic enrichment activity. These frameworks support the idea that outdoor learning should to be a vital aspect of education rather than an occasional enrichment activity. While some nurseries and schools easily incorporate outdoor learning into everyday activities, others face financial, cultural, and logistical obstacles that restrict its potential.

Early years education is based on play, and researchers including Bruce (2011) support the "free-flow" model, which allows children to explore on their own. These ideas can be seen in outdoor play, which promotes independence and resilience through engagement with natural environments.

I have personally witnessed how outdoor education can change how children interact with their education. Those that maybe aren't so confident in the classroom can thrive in the outdoor space. Seeing a child's confidence blossom as they explore natural areas - climbing trees, examining insects, or just enjoying the crunch of leaves beneath their feet has a certain charm. However, in Wales, outdoor learning isn't often utilised to its full potential despite its advantages.

Access to the outdoor space is one of the most significant obstacles. Finding natural spaces can be more challenging in urban settings, but schools in rural locations are more likely to be fortunate enough to have fields, forests, or coasts close by. Creating rooftop gardens, working together with nearby parks, or turning concrete spaces into green spaces are just a few examples of how some schools have made excellent use of what they have, but not all of them have the resources to do so.

Weather expectations are another problem. Children learn outdoors throughout the year in countries such as Scandinavia, where they are prepared to explore in all-weather by wearing waterproof clothing. Scandinavian educators embrace the philosophy that "there’s no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing", ensuring children remain active and engaged outdoors regardless of the season (Hathaway, 2020). But in Wales, rainy weather frequently brings classes inside, reducing chances for outside engagement. I remember watching a group of children lose themselves in muddy puddles, completely absorbed in their play, only to be called back inside because of the rain. A shift in mindset where outdoor learning happens all year round could make a huge difference.

Another factor is practitioner confidence. Without the correct training, it's straightforward to continue using traditional indoor methods of teaching, and not all practitioners are at ease with conducting outdoor activities. There have been times where I have seen educators who adore the concept of outdoor education but are concerned about safety or that they should be following the curriculum which takes priority over outdoor learning. The truth is that, given adequate support, outdoor areas may function as extensions of classrooms, offering an endless number of chances for learning, problem-solving, creativity and development of skills.

Parents sometimes have concerns too. Some worry that outdoor learning is less academic, that it lacks clear objectives or structure. But research proves otherwise. Learning through play outdoors builds resilience, creativity, and critical thinking (Waite, 2017; Sandseter, 2010). Some of the most valuable lessons I’ve seen children learn outdoors weren’t planned. Negotiating turns on a rope swing, using skills such as team work to work out how to build a shelter, or understanding the life cycle of a frog through direct observation when looking at tadpoles in our pond.
Finally, funding remains a hurdle. Outdoor learning doesn’t have to be expensive, but maintaining outdoor spaces, buying suitable clothing, or organising trips does come with costs. Schools in economically disadvantaged areas may struggle to allocate resources for this, making outdoor learning less accessible in some communities (Tinney, 2023). 
The question is, how do we ensure all children in Wales get the same opportunities? A collective effort is needed. Schools, policymakers, parents, and communities must advocate for outdoor learning as an essential part of education, not just an added benefit. Funding must be allocated to ensure that even schools in urban or economically disadvantaged areas have access to well-equipped outdoor environments. Most importantly, the mindset around education must shift to recognise that learning is not confined to four walls - nature is a classroom too.
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