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Part 1
Critical Analysis of the Foundation Phase Curriculum in Wales
Education is a continuous process through which individuals develop essential knowledge, skills, values and attitudes across formal, non‑formal and informal contexts, including schooling, community participation and independent study (UNESCO). It shapes children’s cognitive, emotional, physical and social development, laying foundations for lifelong learning and active citizenship (OECD, 2018). Within this, the curriculum provides a structured, standards‑based framework that organises learning. An effective curriculum sets clear goals, pedagogical approaches, materials and assessments to ensure all learners access high‑quality experiences (RIDE, n.d.), while also reflecting wider social, political and cultural priorities (Welsh Government, 2022). This is especially important in early years settings, where curriculum design directly influences children’s engagement, development and readiness for future learning.
The Foundation Phase, introduced across Wales between 2008 and 2011 for children aged 3–7, marked a shift from formal, subject‑led instruction to a developmental, experiential and play‑based model. It responded to concerns that early year’s provision had become overly formal and misaligned with how young children learn (Welsh Government, 2014). Evaluation evidence supported this shift, with Taylor et al. (2013) noting its aim to strengthen child‑centred, play‑rich pedagogy. Research consistently shows that play‑based approaches enhance language, problem‑solving, executive function and social competence (Pyle & Danniels, 2016; Weisberg et al., 2016), while international evidence highlights the benefits of active, exploratory environments (OECD, 2017; Zosh et al., 2018; UNICEF, 2018). Reflecting this, the Foundation Phase placed play, active learning and first‑hand experience at the core of early education in Wales (Welsh Government, 2008).
A play‑based curriculum enables children to investigate, experiment and construct understanding through meaningful play, exploration and social interaction. Evidence shows it enhances language, creativity, independence, collaboration, emotional wellbeing and engagement (Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels, 2017; Wainwright et al., 2019). This essay critically analyses the Foundation Phase by examining its theoretical foundations, strengths, limitations and implementation challenges including time, funding, staffing, class size and professional development, and compares it with the Curriculum for Wales to consider what has changed and what remains valuable.
The Foundation Phase is grounded in the principle that children learn best through active exploration and play. Piaget emphasised that children construct knowledge through interaction with their environment (Piaget, 1952), aligning with the Phase’s focus on hands‑on learning (Welsh Government, 2017). Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory highlights the role of social interaction and adult guidance within the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978), reflected in the centrality of practitioner questioning, modelling and scaffolding (Welsh Government, 2017). Bruner’s discovery learning supports the emphasis on curiosity and active engagement (Bruner, 1966), while Froebel’s influence is evident in the value placed on play, outdoor learning and holistic development. Together, these theories position the child as an active learner and the practitioner as a facilitator.
The Foundation Phase was widely recognised for its strong child‑centred ethos, prioritising experiential, play‑based learning over formal instruction (Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Government, 2026). It marked a clear shift toward developmentally appropriate pedagogy in Wales (Jones, 2024), promoting six areas of learning rather than rigid subjects and emphasising creativity, wellbeing, independence, problem‑solving, physical development and outdoor learning (Welsh Government, 2017). Research shows that play‑based learning increases motivation, involvement and enjoyment, while supporting communication, language and self‑regulation (Howard, Miles and Rees Davies, 2017). Wainwright et al., (2019) found that playful pedagogy supported deeper learning through sustained engagement and child‑led exploration. Outdoor learning was another strength, with daily access to outdoor environments supporting physical wellbeing, confidence, risk‑taking and experiential learning (Welsh Government, 2009).
Another key strength of the Foundation Phase was the level of investment during implementation. The Welsh Government funded extensive professional development to support practitioners in adopting play‑based pedagogy. The 2014 Independent Stocktake reported that significant national training had been delivered, helping practitioners understand both the principles and practical application of the approach (Welsh Government, 2014), and the 2015 evaluation similarly concluded that workforce development was central to successful implementation (Welsh Government, 2015). Waters (2016) also notes that the Foundation Phase “enjoys warm support locally and the envious attention of external observers,” but stresses that its long‑term success depended on “serious attention to high quality professional learning.” Her analysis reinforces that ambitious pedagogical reform requires sustained investment and structural support.
Despite its strengths, implementation of the Foundation Phase was inconsistent across Wales. A major challenge was the varied interpretation of play‑based learning: while some settings embedded purposeful, high‑quality play, others struggled to balance child‑led learning with curriculum outcomes and accountability demands (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). This tension often required practitioners to evidence literacy and numeracy progress while maintaining play‑rich provision, leading in some cases to adult‑directed tasks being presented as “play” (Estyn, 2017). Wood (2022) similarly argues that accountability pressures can push practice toward more structured, adult‑led approaches, even when framed as play.
Time was another significant issue. High‑quality play pedagogy requires sustained observation, assessment, planning and adaptation, making it demanding professional work despite appearing less formal (Estyn, 2017; Wood, 2022). Research shows that effective play‑based learning depends on practitioner expertise, intentional decision‑making and substantial behind‑the‑scenes preparation (Pyle & Danniels, 2017; Fleer, 2021). Practitioners frequently report difficulty balancing these demands alongside wider administrative and curriculum expectations, with workload intensifying when maintaining responsive, child‑centred practice (Jay & Knaus, 2018).
Funding also created challenges. Although the Welsh Government invested heavily in the early rollout, sustaining resources proved difficult, and the 2014 stocktake identified variation between local authorities in funding, resources and learning environments (Welsh Government, 2014).
Staffing was a critical enabling factor. The Foundation Phase promoted lower adult‑to‑child ratios 1:8 for nursery and 1:15 for ages 5–7 supported by teachers and teaching assistants working together (Welsh Government, 2015). These ratios made observation, interaction and differentiated support more manageable and enabled practitioners to scaffold play effectively. Research shows that when adults have the capacity to engage in sustained shared thinking, children’s learning outcomes improve significantly (Siraj‑Blatchford et al., 2011). Adequate staffing is therefore essential to high‑quality provision (Welsh Government, 2015).
A clear point of contrast with the Curriculum for Wales is the practical conditions surrounding implementation. Although Curriculum for Wales continues to emphasise progression, child‑centred learning and holistic development, many schools report growing pressures linked to budgets, staffing shortages and workload. Reduced access to support staff makes it harder to sustain high‑quality play‑based practice, particularly in larger classes. Research shows that adequate staffing is essential for effective observation, scaffolding and sustained shared thinking, core features of high‑quality early years pedagogy (Siraj‑Blatchford et al., 2011). Class size also remains influential: smaller groups enable richer adult–child interactions, while larger classes limit opportunities for responsive engagement, a challenge noted in wider studies of play‑based implementation (Jay & Knaus, 2018).
There are strong continuities between the Foundation Phase and Curriculum for Wales, particularly their shared commitment to child‑centred learning, progression, wellbeing and developing ambitious, capable learners. However, key differences remain. The Foundation Phase was designed specifically for early years and placed play‑based pedagogy at its core, whereas Curriculum for Wales spans ages 3–16 and offers broader flexibility for schools to design local curricula. While this flexibility can be empowering, it also creates variation in interpretation and practice. Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) extended many strengths of the Foundation Phase across the wider curriculum, yet implementation under Curriculum for Wales has relied more heavily on schools constructing and interpreting curriculum themselves, increasing workload and inconsistency. A further distinction lies in implementation support: the Foundation Phase benefitted from substantial national investment in professional learning, staffing and rollout structures, whereas Curriculum for Wales has been introduced under tighter financial constraints and with less dedicated staffing support. As a result, although the philosophy of child‑centred learning remains, the practical conditions required to deliver it, time, staffing and manageable class sizes are increasingly difficult to sustain.
The Foundation Phase represents one of Wales’s most ambitious early years reforms, placing children’s developmental needs at the centre of curriculum design. Its emphasis on play, exploration, wellbeing and holistic development aligned strongly with contemporary research and repositioned early education around how children learn rather than formal academic outcomes. However, implementation showed that the effectiveness of play‑based pedagogy depends heavily on surrounding conditions. Time, staffing, practitioner knowledge, training and resources shaped the quality of practice; where these were strong, provision was highly effective, but where they were limited, implementation became inconsistent.
This highlights a central lesson: curriculum policy alone cannot guarantee high‑quality practice. Sustained investment in workforce development, manageable class sizes, adequate staffing and long‑term funding is essential for delivering child‑centred, play‑based pedagogy with fidelity. Waters (2016) reinforces this, noting that although the Foundation Phase “enjoys warm support locally and the envious attention of external observers,” its long‑term success depends on “serious attention to high quality professional learning.” Her analysis underscores that ambitious pedagogical reform must be matched by equally ambitious, ongoing professional development and system‑level support.
Although the Foundation Phase introduced a distinctive, research‑informed approach grounded in developmental theory, its success was closely tied to substantial national support through professional learning, higher staffing ratios, and structured rollout support many practitioners argue has been less evident under Curriculum for Wales. Overall, while no curriculum is without limitations, the Foundation Phase made a lasting contribution to early childhood education in Wales. Its principles continue to shape current debates on curriculum, pedagogy and early years practice, highlighting the need to align educational philosophy with the practical conditions required to enact it effectively.


