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Part 1.

The Foundation Phase, introduced in 2008, marked a shift in early years education in Wales by placing play-based learning at the centre of the curriculum for children aged 3 to 7. It was based on the understanding that young children learn best through active engagement, hands-on exploration, and meaningful experiences. The official guidance made this clear by stating that “learning through play is central to the Foundation Phase and children should be given time to explore, experiment, plan and make decisions for themselves” Welsh Government, (2008, p.7). When the Curriculum for Wales was introduced as statutory in 2022, it retained many of these values, particularly in the early years. However, it introduced a broader and more ambitious framework that applied for all ages, placing greater emphasis on learner progression, consistency, and whole-school alignment (Welsh Government, 2022a).
In the Foundation Phase, learning was structured around seven distinct Areas of Learning, and practitioners were encouraged to take a holistic approach, focusing on children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development. This model was clearly grounded in developmental theory. Piaget’s emphasis on active learning and hands-on discovery (1951) was reflected in how children were encouraged to investigate, problem-solve, and lead their own learning. Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development as cited by Eun (2019) and Ness (2020), too, played a key role, with adults expected to scaffold children’s learning through sensitive observation and timely support. This approach empowered practitioners to design environments and experiences that responded to children’s individual needs and interests. The curriculum guidance provided a helpful structure without being overly prescriptive, which enabled many practitioners to feel confident in following the lead of the children in their care, Welsh Government, (2015).
By comparison, the Curriculum for Wales introduced six broad Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs) that apply across the full age range of schooling. While early years guidance still acknowledges that “play and active learning are central to the ways in which young children learn” (Welsh Government, 2022b), the overarching framework focuses heavily on the Four Purposes and the use of Progression Steps as a measure of learning. This shift has raised concern among early years practitioners, particularly around whether the developmental needs of young children are being overshadowed by broader school-level priorities. Without a dedicated early years framework, there is a risk that play may become less valued or misunderstood in practice. Some settings may feel pressure to prioritise structured outcomes over exploratory learning, particularly where accountability systems demand evidence of measurable progress Estyn, (2024). A key strength of the Foundation Phase was its strong, unified vision of early childhood education. It made play not just acceptable, but essential, allowing practitioners to offer rich, creative learning experiences without the need to justify them through narrow academic outcomes. Scholars such as Bruce (2011) and Moyles (2015) argue that legitimising play in formal education settings was one of the most progressive aspects of the Foundation Phase. However, while the philosophy was sound, its rollout revealed significant weaknesses. There was a lack of consistent training and understanding of play pedagogy across the sector, leading to wide variation in practice department of education, Nutbrown, (2012). Some settings delivered high-quality play-based provision, while others struggled due to underfunded support, limited leadership guidance, and inconsistent interpretation of the curriculum Taylor et al., (2015).
The Curriculum for Wales was developed with these issues in mind. It aims to give schools more flexibility and ownership of their curriculum, encouraging localised and co-constructed approaches that meet the specific needs of their communities, Welsh Government, (2022) c. In theory, this should allow for more innovative, creative, and play-based practices that are meaningful to children. However, the same flexibility can also create inconsistency, particularly in how early years settings interpret and implement the curriculum. Where leadership teams are strongly committed to play, rich learning environments can thrive. But in schools more focused on academic outcomes or constrained by inspection pressures, play-based learning can become marginalised Estyn, (2024). Without a dedicated early years stage, there is less structural protection for play, and practices can vary significantly depending on school ethos.
The original vision of the Foundation Phase was closely linked to a broader Welsh Government agenda to develop a distinctive, child-centred education system. It aimed to move away from early formal instruction and instead focus on holistic development and well-being. The statutory guidance clearly outlined the importance of play, outdoor learning, and continuous provision, giving practitioners the confidence to support children in ways that aligned with established early childhood theories. Froebel’s ideas about learning through nature and sensory exploration, Smedley and Hoskins (2020) are evident in the emphasis on outdoor environments, while schema theory as cited by Meylani (2024) helped inform how practitioners could extend children’s interests through hands-on play. For example, a child fascinated by building might be encouraged to explore this interest further using real tools and materials outdoors, developing fine motor skills and problem-solving in the process. These approaches allowed for learning that was both purposeful and developmentally appropriate moreover, Research shows that play-based learning really helps young children. One study looking at how the Foundation Phase was used in Wales found that when children saw activities as play, they were more engaged and happier — which are both signs that they were learning more deeply, Wainwright et.al (2019).
In contrast, while the Curriculum for Wales promotes many of the same values in principle, its broader scope and structural design introduce new tensions. As Underwood et al. (2024) note, the challenge lies in applying developmentally appropriate practices within a system designed to track learning from early childhood through to adolescence. Stewart, MacDonald and Waters-Davies (2024) further argue that how play is implemented depends heavily on individual school ethos and practitioner interpretation. In schools with strong early years leadership and a deep understanding of child development, play-based learning continues to flourish. However, in other settings, the drive to meet progression expectations can lead to a more formalised approach, where structured academic tasks begin to displace child-led exploration.
The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 introduced a new legal foundation for education in Wales, with the aim of creating a more integrated and flexible system. While the Act gives schools autonomy to design curricula that reflect their learners’ needs, this comes with significant responsibility. Without specific guidance for early childhood, there is concern that settings may struggle to balance the demands of progression with the principles of play-based learning. Underwood et.al (2024b) a, warn that play pedagogy may be diluted unless it is clearly protected and explicitly valued within the broader curriculum.
There are further issues to consider when comparing the two approaches. The Foundation Phase provided a relatively coherent and unified early years curriculum that, despite implementation challenges, had a strong identity rooted in theory and practice. The Curriculum for Wales, by contrast, offers greater autonomy but places more emphasis on progression and outcomes. While both approaches are influenced by theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky, and Froebel, their applications differ in practice. The Foundation Phase prioritised a nurturing, child-led approach, while the Curriculum for Wales attempts to align early learning with whole-school planning. Although well-intentioned, this broader alignment can place pressure on early years practitioners to adopt more structured, adult-led activities at the expense of child-led exploration.
As Taylor et al. (2025) explain, practitioners must have a deep understanding of child development to design effective curricula that support confident, capable learners. They also emphasise the importance of recognising barriers to participation, including additional learning needs and differences in children’s prior experiences. These considerations are especially important in the early years, when emotional development and well-being play such a key role. Housman (2017) adds that children’s emotional competence including their ability to regulate emotions and understand others is closely tied to later academic and social success. Settings that respect children’s individuality, provide nurturing environments, and encourage emotional expression are more likely to support long-term positive outcomes. Although the Foundation Phase placed a strong focus on play, how well it worked depended a lot on the setting. Differences in how staff were trained and how they understood play-based learning led to some inconsistency. To help improve this, the Welsh Government introduced the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care Plan, which aims to offer all children from birth to five high-quality, inclusive opportunities to learn and grow through play. Gov.Wales (2024)
While the Curriculum for Wales continues to promote the importance of well-being and holistic development, it remains to be seen how effectively this will be maintained in practice. Its success depends not only on strong leadership and practitioner knowledge, but also on a wider understanding that play is not an optional extra — it is central to how young children make sense of the world. If this understanding is lost in pursuit of progression and performance, the core principles of early childhood education may be at risk. For Wales to build on the strengths of the Foundation Phase while embracing the flexibility of the new curriculum, it must ensure that play remains protected, valued, and embedded in everyday practice.
Part 2.
The concept of the ‘Unique Child’ is a core principle in early childhood education and is central to frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE, 2024). It recognises that every child is an individual, shaped by their own experiences, interests, cultural background, and developmental path. This principle supports a child-centred, inclusive pedagogy that values diversity and prioritises personal growth over standardised expectations. Within play-based learning environments, where children engage in exploration, imagination, and discovery—it becomes particularly important to assess development in ways that respect and respond to each child’s unique identity and pace of learning Alsubaie, (2015).
This part critically evaluates various methods of assessment and progress tracking, alongside widely used age- or stage-related development models, within the context of play-based curricula. It considers the extent to which these approaches align with the ‘Unique Child’ philosophy and support holistic, meaningful learning experiences. The discussion will identify both strengths and limitations in current practices, aiming to propose strategies that foster responsive and developmentally appropriate early years provision.
The idea of the ‘Unique Child’ forms a foundational element in early years practice. The EYFS (2024) articulates that each child is “constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured.” This emphasis on individuality encourages practitioners to embrace developmental variation and to build responsive environments that enable all children to thrive. Rather than expecting uniformity, this approach supports flexible pedagogies that adapt to the needs, interests, and cultural contexts of each learner.
The Birth to 5 Matters guidance Early years coalition, (2021) further reinforces this perspective, advocating that practitioners should “start from the child” and understand development as a non-linear and diverse process. This viewpoint aligns with key developmental theorists. Jean Piaget (1952) as cited by Pakpahan and Saragih(2022) suggested that children construct knowledge actively through interaction with their environment, while Lev Vygotsky (1978) as cited by Ekaterina Zaversheva and Van (2021) emphasised the importance of social and cultural contexts in shaping learning. These theories stress that children do not learn in the same way or at the same rate, highlighting the need for personalised, differentiated teaching strategies.
In addition to cognitive development, emotional well-being is integral to learning. John Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory demonstrates that secure, trusting relationships form the basis for exploration and risk-taking in learning. This is especially relevant in play-based curricula, where children’s engagement, creativity, and confidence are directly influenced by how safe and supported they feel.
Contemporary educators such as Bruce (2011b) and Cathy Nutbrown, department of education (2012b) also argue for a holistic understanding of the child. They advocate that children should be recognised as capable learners with agency and voice. Supporting the unique child, therefore, involves more than tracking milestones—it requires tuning in to the child’s emotional, cultural, and developmental world.
Observation is central to early childhood assessment. It enables practitioners to understand children’s interests, capabilities, and developmental needs within natural, play-based contexts. Carr and Lee (2012) emphasise that observing children in play provides a “window into learning,” allowing educators to plan next steps that are both developmentally appropriate and personally meaningful.
Narrative observations, such as learning stories, offer a qualitative, holistic picture of the child’s experiences. They move beyond deficit models of assessment by focusing on what children can do and how they engage with their environment. This aligns closely with the principle of the Unique Child, as outlined in the Eyfs (department for education, 2024) and Birth to 5 matters Early years coalition, (2021b), which both stress the importance of individualised, strengths-based approaches.
However, observation-based assessment requires reflective and skilled practitioners. Research by Basford and Bath (2014) states that observational data can be influenced by practitioner bias or inconsistencies in interpretation. Ensuring observations are contextualised, inclusive, and regularly reviewed helps maintain accuracy and depth.
Complementing observation are learning profiles, systematic records that track individual children’s developmental progress over time. These profiles typically include key observations, photographs, practitioner commentary, and links to developmental frameworks such as the EYFS or Development Matters. Digital versions also allow for parental contributions, reinforcing shared understanding between educators and families.
Learning profiles provide a structured way to document the child’s learning journey and identify patterns in development. According to Nutbrown (2011c), profiles help make learning “visible” and support practitioners in recognising individual learning styles and progress. When used flexibly, not just as a checklist, they can uphold the philosophy of the Unique Child by acknowledging variation and celebrating non-linear progress.
Still, there is a risk that profiles become overly focused on data collection. As Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2017b) warn, the increasing pressure to demonstrate ‘progress’ can lead to superficial recording that undermines the richness of play-based learning. It is therefore important that learning profiles remain a reflective tool, supporting rather than constraining child-centred pedagogy.
A critical evaluation of assessment and progress tracking tools in early childhood education must consider how well these methods uphold the Unique Child principle. While tools like observations and learning profiles offer flexibility and personalisation, their effectiveness depends on how they are implemented within play-based, child-led settings.
One major strength of observational assessment is its capacity to capture learning as it unfolds in real contexts. Learning stories and narrative observations, as described by Carr and Lee (2012), allow practitioners to see children as competent, capable learners and reflect on the dispositions they bring to learning. These methods support holistic development, accommodating cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions that often fall outside standardised checklists.
Learning profiles, especially when co-constructed with families and based on reflective observations, also support child-centred pedagogy. When used well, they create a longitudinal, personalised account of a child's development, supporting continuity across settings and fostering strong home–school links (Nutbrown, 2011). Digital tools further enable this connection, facilitating real-time sharing of progress and strengthening parental engagement.
Progress tracking, when flexible, helps practitioners plan responsive provision. Frameworks such as Birth to 5 Matters Early years coalition, (2021) offer developmental ranges rather than strict milestones, promoting professional judgement and a focus on well-being, relationships, and agency.
Despite their strengths, both observations and learning profiles carry limitations. Observational assessments can be subject to bias or inconsistency, particularly if staff lack training or time for reflective analysis, Basford & Bath, (2014). There is also the risk of focusing too much on capturing ‘evidence’ to meet accountability demands, rather than using observations to inform responsive practice.
Similarly, learning profiles may become overly official. If treated as a product rather than a process, they can prioritise outcomes over exploration and individuality. Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2017b) warn that digital assessment systems may contribute to the “datafication” of early childhood, potentially undermining the spontaneity and depth of play-based learning.
Progress tracking itself can become problematic if it enforces normative expectations. As Osgood and Mohandas (2022) argues, rigid milestone tracking risks positioning some children as ‘behind’, which can pathologies natural variations in development and undermine inclusion—particularly for children with SEND or EAL backgrounds.
Darling-Hammond and Oakes (2021) Recommend Prioritise practitioner reflection: Ensure staff have time and training to carry out high-quality, meaningful observations that go beyond surface-level recording. Use frameworks flexibly: Adopt tools like Birth to 5 Matters that allow for varied developmental trajectories, reducing pressure to fit children into narrow bands. Balance documentation with interaction: Emphasise relational pedagogy and avoid assessment practices that detract from adult–child engagement during play. Involve families: Co-construct learning profiles with input from home to better reflect the child’s full context and support cultural responsiveness. Safeguard play: Ensure assessment enhances, rather than interrupts,children’s right to explore, create, and learn through play. A deeper, more child-centred approach involves reflective dialogue and contextualised interpretation, beyond quantifiable indicators. For example, tracking a child's engagement schemas or play themes over time through team reflections can highlight emotional, social, and cognitive growth areas that linear checklists overlook Brooker, (2010). This method ensures alignment with the Unique Child approach, acknowledging that development unfolds in diverse, unpredictable ways
Part 3.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) clearly outlines the rights of every child. But are these rights genuinely respected in early years settings—or are they treated more like a checklist, or a poster on the wall?
Most practitioners would agree with the principles: children should be listened to, given freedom to play, and supported to learn and develop safely. However, how often are these rights meaningfully upheld in daily practice? And how often are they quietly overridden by routines, curriculum pressures, or adult priorities?
In theory, early years practice in the UK is underpinned by the UNCRC (1989), which outlines every child’s entitlement to safety, voice, participation, and education. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE, 2024) aligns with these rights, advocating for inclusive, child-led learning. Yet despite this foundation, practice can often drift toward a more adult-directed, performative model—one where children’s voices are acknowledged but not acted upon in any meaningful way.
The Right to Be Heard — Or Only When It’s Convenient?
Article 12 of the UNCRC guarantees children the right to express their views freely in all matters affecting them, with their views given due weight. But in a busy early year setting, with tight schedules and structured routines, how often is this right fully realised?
Lundy (2007) identifies four essential conditions for this right to be meaningful: space, voice, audience, and influence. While early years settings may offer opportunities to speak, through play, group time, or keyworker interactions, children's views are not always influential. Listening should involve more than simply hearing a child say they want to play with the cars. Preferences, refusals, silences, and behaviours all communicate something. When a child resists joining an adult-led activity, is that choice respected, or gently overruled in the name of classroom order?
As Clark (2017) suggests, authentic listening requires practitioners to slow down, observe, and reflect—not just respond. This kind of listening demands time, empathy, and a genuine openness to children’s perspectives.
Chicken and Tyrie (2023) found through observations, interviews, and documentary analysis that educators’ engagement with Article 12 was influenced by their own beliefs about childhood and their professional roles. Their research highlights how time constraints, space, and adult expectations all limit the ways children’s voices are expressed and received.
Similarly, the ‘Hear Me and Listen’ study (Bradwell, 2019) used the Mosaic Approach—a child-centred methodology incorporating drawings, photos, maps, and child-led observations—to explore how children express themselves beyond verbal communication. The findings revealed five key themes influencing children’s participation: ‘This Is Me’, ‘Relationships’, ‘Environment’, ‘Curriculum’, and ‘Practitioners’. These themes show how children’s voices are shaped—and often constrained—by the people and structures around them, the study concluded that listening must go beyond acknowledgement. Children’s contributions should actively inform and shape practice.
The Right to Education — Equality or Inequality?
Article 28 of the UNCRC establishes the right of all children to an education that respects their dignity and promotes development. Yet, the reality for many children in the UK, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, shows a gap between this right and their lived experience.
While the UK has made significant progress in expanding access to early education, persistent inequalities remain. According to the National Audit Office (2024), only 25% of disadvantaged pupils achieved a grade 5 or above in English and Maths at GCSE, compared to 52% of their non-disadvantaged peers. Although this statistic refers to older children, early years outcomes are deeply connected to these long-term educational trajectories.
Early intervention and high-quality early years education have the potential to narrow this gap,but only if all children receive equitable support. Standardised developmental expectations or limited resources may marginalise children with SEND, those with English as an additional language, or those from minoritised communities. Inclusion must go beyond access to settings,it must mean true participation, representation, and respect for every child’s context.
From Policy to Practice: Are We Doing Enough?
There is no shortage of frameworks and policies promoting a rights-based approach. Documents like Birth to 5 Matters (Early Education, 2021) explicitly encourage educators to “start with the child,” echoing the core values of the UNCRC. Yet implementing these values in practice requires more than good intentions. It demands ongoing professional reflection, systemic support, and a willingness to question power dynamics in early years environments.
As Osgood and Mohandas (2022) argue, adult agendas still dominate much of what happens in early childhood education, even when wrapped in the language of child-centredness. We must ask ourselves: are we truly respecting children’s rights, or are we shaping their experiences around adult needs, policies, and pressures?
So, Are Children’s Rights Truly Being Respected?
In some settings, yes—there is thoughtful, responsive practice that genuinely prioritises children’s rights. But in others, rights are referenced without being realised. The difference often lies in the attitudes, values, and reflections of individual practitioners and the structures that support or constrain them.
Respecting children’s rights is not a one-off act or a single training session. It’s an ongoing commitment to listening, observing, and acting in partnership with children. It means creating environments where children feel safe to express themselves and confidently that their views will be taken seriously. And it requires all of us to keep asking difficult questions about how we work—and why.
Personal Reflection.
In my role as a parent group facilitator with Flying Start, I’ve seen first-hand the commitment to respecting and planning for the ‘Unique Child’. Each session is carefully designed to respond to children’s interests, needs, and individual contexts. We aim to create spaces where every child feels valued, listened to, and supported—not just in words, but through our actions and interactions.
However, despite our best intentions, there are real-world barriers that can make this difficult. Limited funding often means fewer resources, restricted access to training, or insufficient staffing,factors that can directly affect the quality of engagement and flexibility we can offer. Physical environments can also be a challenge; some buildings are not designed with children’s rights in mind, limiting access to outdoor space or quiet areas for emotional regulation.
Training, too, is important. Practitioners need ongoing, reflective professional development to fully understand how to embed children’s rights into everyday practice, not just as a policy goal, but as a lived experience. While the intention to uphold rights and honour the ‘Unique Child’ is present, systemic challenges sometimes get in the way. Recognising and addressing these barriers is essential if we are to turn values into reality across all early year's settings.
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