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Early Years Curricula
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Part 1: 
Compare and contrast two different play-based approaches. 
Early childhood education in Wales has undergone significant changes with the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales, which has replaced the Foundation Phase. 
The curriculum for non-maintained settings in Wales is a framework which is designed to support children in the early years education sector aged three to four, who receive funded nursery provision, such as education. This curriculum aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which is tailored to meet the developmental needs of children in non-school settings such as private or nursery settings. The Welsh Government (2020) supports the diverse culture, heritage and language of Wales, which fosters pride in national identity as well as promoting inclusivity and respect for others.
The curriculum for non-maintained settings in Wales has a strong emphasis on nurturing a sense of belonging, effective communication, active exploration, physical development and well-being. A core focus of the curriculum is the development of ‘Cynefin’, a Welsh concept describing the sense of belonging to a familiar place or community, which supports children with feeling connected, secure and confident in their own identities (Welsh Government, 2020).
The curriculum for Wales for non-maintained nursery settings is supported by three core enablers, which help practitioners deliver high-quality learning opportunities for children. The enablers are the effective environment, the enabling adult and the engaging experiences. These enablers underpin effective curriculum implementation in early years education. Some key features of the enablers are play and playful learning, being outdoors, observation and authentic and purposeful learning.
As well as the three enablers, the curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings has five developmental pathways, these being belonging, communication, exploration, physical development and well-being. The five developmental pathways align with ‘I need to…’, ‘I am learning to…’, and ‘my development is enhanced by…’.
The foundation phase is a statutory curriculum for children aged three to seven in Wales, which is used in schools and funded non-maintained settings before the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales. The foundation phases are a play-based, developmental curriculum focused on the holistic development of children. The foundation phase focuses on learning activities and hands-on learning, both indoors and outdoors.
The foundation phases curriculum encourages exploration, creativity and independence, aiming to support children’s emotional, social, physical and cognitive growth. There are seven areas of learning, these being personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical development, Welsh language development and creative development (Welsh Government, 2015).
There are many similarities; child-centred, play-based approaches are embedded in both curricula. The foundation phase was designed to foster learning through play, exploration and hands-on experiences, recognising that children learn best through being active (Welsh Government, 2015). Similarly, the Curriculum for Non-maintained nursery settings maintains the approach, emphasising the importance of play, child-led learning as central to early development (Welsh Government, 2020).
Additionally, both frameworks advocate for the holistic development, focusing on the children’s physical, emotional, social and cognitive growth. The nurturing of well-being and personal and social development is fundamental in both curricula, reflecting and commitment to supporting the whole child rather than just the academic skills (Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Government, 2020). Both curricula promote inclusivity and respect for children’s diverse backgrounds, languages and cultures, with particular attention to the Welsh language and culture identity, fostering a sense of belonging within the children.
Despite these similarities, there are differences in structure, scope, and cultural emphasis. The Foundation Phase was organised around seven specific Areas of Learning and was mandatory for maintained schools and funded early years settings, targeting children aged three to seven (Welsh Government, 2015). In contrast, the curriculum for Wales introduces five developmental pathways offering greater flexibility and a more integrated approach to learning across age groups (Welsh Government, 2020). Another key difference lies in the statutory status and curriculum continuity. The Foundation Phase was limited to early years and Key Stage 1, while the Curriculum for Wales establishes a continuous progression model throughout compulsory education, aiming to provide coherent learning experiences that build on prior knowledge and skills (Welsh Government, 2020).
In conclusion, the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings and the Foundation Phase share fundamental ideas of play-based, holistic, and inclusive early childhood education. However, the Curriculum for Wales represents a shift towards a more adaptable, culturally grounded, and progression-focused framework that covers a broader age range and more firmly embeds Welsh identity. This transition reflects Wales' commitment to promoting lifelong learning and well-being, beginning in early childhood, as well as current educational principles and societal requirements.
Part 2:
Consider the concept of the ‘unique child’ and evaluate assessments, progress tracking, and age-stage related development models within play-based curricula. 
The concept of the ‘unique child’ is foundational in early years education and underpins many international frameworks, including the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England (DfE, 2023), Te Whāriki in New Zealand (Ministry of Education NZ, 2017), and the Reggio Emilia approach. This principle recognises that each child is a competent individual with distinct needs, interests, abilities, and cultural backgrounds. It calls for an educational practice that is responsive, inclusive, and child-centred. The concept of the ‘unique child’ highlights that each child is an individual with distinct needs, experiences, and developmental pathways (Department for Education, 2023). To effectively support these differences, early years practitioners should carry out regular observations and assessments, particularly within play-based contexts, to understand children’s learning styles, interests, and emerging skills (Wood, 2020). It is important that practitioners offer a broad range of materials, experiences, and languages that reflect and value the diverse cultural backgrounds of all children (Rogoff, 2003). Furthermore, developing strong, collaborative relationships with parents and carers is vital, as this partnership provides valuable insights into the child’s life outside the setting and helps to promote consistency between home and early education environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Assessment is essential for tailoring learning experiences that both support and challenge each child appropriately. It should help build a comprehensive understanding of the learner, including their strengths, preferred learning approaches, and areas needing further development. This understanding is crucial for planning meaningful next steps in both teaching and learning. Assessment should not be used to make fixed, one-time judgments about a child’s overall attainment at a specific age or stage, nor should it rely solely on ‘best-fit’ comparisons to generalised criteria (Scottish Government, 2020). Assessment in the early years serves several key purposes, all aimed at supporting young children’s development and learning in a meaningful, appropriate way. 
Assessments in the Curriculum for the Funded Non-maintained Sector.
Funded non-maintained settings in Wales, including Flying Start provisions, follow assessment guidance aligned with the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (CFNMNS). This curriculum promotes developmentally appropriate, play-based learning, where assessment is formative and ongoing. The main aim of assessment is to build a holistic understanding of each child by observing their progress across the curriculum’s five key developmental pathways: belonging, communication, exploration, physical development, and well-being (Welsh Government, 2022). Practitioners are expected to use daily observations and interactions to inform their understanding of the child’s development, which supports responsive planning and differentiated learning opportunities.
One of the key strengths of the assessment approach in non-maintained settings is its strong emphasis on the unique child and child-led learning. The framework encourages practitioners to consider children's interests, backgrounds, and home languages, promoting inclusion and equity (Welsh Government, 2022). Assessments are not summative or standardised; instead, they focus on what children can do, supporting progressive, individualised development rather than comparison with age-based norms. This aligns closely with Te Whāriki’s narrative assessment style, fostering strong relationships between practitioners, children, and families, and reinforcing children’s identities as confident and capable learners (Ministry of Education NZ, 2017).
Despite its child-centred focus, the assessment model in funded non-maintained settings can present challenges in consistency and accountability. As assessment is largely based on practitioner observation and interpretation, there is potential for subjectivity or variability in quality, especially in settings with limited access to professional development (Estyn, 2020). Additionally, the lack of formal tracking or standard benchmarks may make it harder to identify subtle developmental delays or ensure parity across settings. Therefore, while the approach supports holistic and inclusive practice, it requires well-trained staff and ongoing reflective practice to be implemented effectively and equitably.
Progress tracking:
Progress tracking in funded non-maintained nursery settings in Wales is guided by the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (CFNMNS), which supports a holistic and formative approach to monitoring children’s development. Rather than relying on standardised testing or checklists, practitioners are encouraged to track progress through daily observations, interactions, and reflective practice across five key developmental pathways: belonging, communication, exploration, physical development, and well-being (Welsh Government, 2022). This approach is highly suited to play-based, child-centred environments, as it allows practitioners to adapt learning opportunities in real time, responding to each child’s needs, interests, and developmental stage. It promotes an inclusive model where progress is seen as individual and non-linear, which aligns with best practices in early years education (Nutbrown, 2011).
Despite its strengths, the progress tracking approach in non-maintained settings presents several practical and professional challenges. The lack of a formal or nationally standardised tracking tool can lead to inconsistencies in how progress is recorded and interpreted across different settings (Estyn, 2020). This can affect the comparability of data and may make it harder to identify subtle developmental delays or ensure early intervention. Furthermore, the quality of progress tracking is largely dependent on practitioner training and confidence in observational assessment. In under-resourced settings, time pressures and limited staff capacity may result in less detailed tracking, potentially undermining the framework’s intention to support the unique developmental journey of each child (Bradbury, 2019). Therefore, while the system supports personalised learning, it requires ongoing professional development and reflective practice to ensure that all children benefit equitably.
Age-stage related development model within play-based learning:
Age-stage related development models, such as those based on Piaget’s stages of cognitive development or the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) developmental milestones, provide useful frameworks for practitioners in play-based non-maintained settings to understand typical patterns of child development (DfE, 2023; Piaget, 1952). These models help educators to anticipate developmental progressions and plan appropriate play opportunities that align with children’s physical, cognitive, social, and emotional capabilities at various ages. When used flexibly within a play-based curriculum, age-stage models can support practitioners in scaffolding learning by offering challenges suited to children’s emerging skills, fostering confidence and autonomy (Wood, 2013). This structured understanding can assist in identifying developmental delays early and ensuring that play activities remain developmentally relevant and engaging.
However, strict adherence to age-stage related models within play-based, non-maintained curricula can be problematic, as these models may oversimplify the complex and individual nature of development (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). Children develop at different rates and in diverse ways, influenced by culture, language, environment, and personal experiences, which linear age-stage models may fail to capture fully (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Over-reliance on normative milestones risks labelling children who do not fit typical patterns as ‘delayed’ or ‘behind’, potentially impacting self-esteem and learning experiences negatively. Play-based curricula in non-maintained settings, such as those in Flying Start programmes, advocate for a more holistic and responsive approach that values the unique child and encourages practitioners to observe and respond to individual cues rather than rigidly following age benchmarks (Welsh Government, 2022). Therefore, while age-stage models offer guidance, they must be used as flexible tools rather than fixed rules within inclusive, play-based practice.
Assessments with the Foundation Phase Profiles (FPP).
The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) is a formative assessment tool widely used in Wales to track children’s progress across the Foundation Phase curriculum, which covers ages 3 to 7 (Welsh Government, 2015). One of its key strengths is its holistic and child-centred approach, which aligns with the principles of play-based learning and recognises children’s development across multiple areas, including personal and social development, language, literacy, communication, and mathematical development. The FPP encourages practitioners to observe children in naturalistic settings, capturing authentic evidence of learning through play and everyday activities rather than formal testing (Wiliam, 2016). This approach supports a deeper understanding of the ‘unique child’ and fosters individualised planning, allowing educators to respond effectively to children’s needs and interests while promoting continuity between home and educational settings.
Despite its advantages, the Foundation Phase Profile has faced criticism related to subjectivity and consistency in its implementation. Because the FPP relies heavily on practitioner observations and judgements, there can be variability in the quality and depth of assessment depending on individual practitioners’ experience and training (Evans and Rich, 2017). This variability can impact the reliability of progress tracking and make it difficult to compare data across settings or use it for accountability purposes. Additionally, some educators express concerns that the FPP’s broad criteria, while inclusive, may sometimes lack sufficient clarity or specificity to identify subtle developmental delays or additional learning needs promptly (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). Therefore, while the FPP is valuable for promoting reflective and child-centred assessment, it requires ongoing professional development and moderation to ensure consistency and effectiveness.
Progress tracking:

The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) serves as a key tool for progress tracking within the Welsh Foundation Phase curriculum, aimed at children aged 3 to 7 (Welsh Government, 2015). Its primary purpose is to provide a continuous, formative assessment approach that supports practitioners in monitoring children's development across multiple domains such as language, literacy, communication, mathematical development, and personal and social skills. Progress tracking with the FPP is designed to be ongoing and holistic, capturing evidence from children’s play and everyday activities, which aligns with the Foundation Phase’s emphasis on play-based learning and child-centred pedagogy (Wiliam, 2016). This approach allows educators to tailor learning experiences to individual needs, promoting personalised learning and early intervention where necessary.
One of the key strengths of the FPP in progress tracking is its focus on authentic observation rather than formal testing, which provides a rich and nuanced picture of a child’s abilities and development over time (Evans and Rich, 2017). By encouraging practitioners to document learning in naturalistic contexts, the FPP supports the identification of children’s strengths and areas for development in a way that respects the ‘unique child’ concept central to Welsh early years policy. Moreover, progress tracking with the FPP fosters collaborative dialogue between practitioners, parents, and other professionals, ensuring a shared understanding of the child’s learning journey and promoting consistency between home and setting (Welsh Government, 2015).
Despite its benefits, progress tracking using the FPP faces challenges related to subjectivity and consistency. The reliance on practitioner judgement and observational evidence can lead to variability in how progress is recorded and interpreted, especially in settings with differing levels of staff experience and training (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). This can impact the reliability of data for monitoring progress across different settings or for broader accountability purposes. Additionally, while the FPP provides broad developmental criteria, some educators find these descriptions insufficiently specific to detect subtle delays or additional learning needs early enough, which can limit timely intervention (Evans and Rich, 2017). Therefore, effective progress tracking with the FPP requires ongoing professional development, moderation, and reflective practice to ensure assessments are robust, consistent, and meaningful.
Age-stage related development model within play-based learning:

Age-stage related development models provide a useful framework for understanding typical developmental milestones and guiding early years practitioners in planning appropriate learning experiences. Within the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP), these models help practitioners identify expected progress in areas such as communication, physical development, and personal and social skills for children aged 3 to 7 (Welsh Government, 2015). The FPP complements age-stage theories by embedding these milestones within a play-based curriculum, recognising that children develop through active exploration and meaningful engagement in play (Wood, 2013). This combination supports a balance between structured developmental expectations and the flexibility needed to respect individual learning trajectories, ensuring that play is purposeful and linked to developmental goals.
Despite their usefulness, age-stage related development models within play-based settings and the FPP must be applied cautiously. Strict adherence to age benchmarks risks oversimplifying children's diverse and non-linear development and may marginalise those whose progress does not fit typical patterns (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). The FPP’s emphasis on observation and holistic assessment within a play-based environment encourages practitioners to view developmental milestones as guidelines rather than rigid criteria, fostering inclusion and recognising the ‘unique child’ (Welsh Government, 2015). However, challenges remain in balancing these models with responsive practice, especially in ensuring that developmental expectations do not constrain creativity or the natural variations in how children learn through play.
Part 3:
Blog:
What is the purpose of education during the early years of childhood development?
Early years education plays a vital role in shaping a child's future development, learning, and overall well-being. During the first five years of life, children experience rapid brain development, laying the foundation for cognitive, emotional, and social skills that will support lifelong learning. 
The purpose of education in the early years extends beyond academic preparation; it is about nurturing the whole child in a safe, engaging, and stimulating environment. As stated by UNESCO (2022), early childhood care and education (ECCE) is not only the first step in the education scale but also a fundamental right that supports children’s development and reduces inequalities from the earliest age.
A key goal of early years education is to support the development of cognitive skills, including language, memory, and problem-solving. Research indicates that high-quality early learning experiences significantly enhance children's intellectual abilities and contribute to their school readiness (Sylva et al., 2004). Activities that promote exploration, communication, and critical thinking during this stage help children acquire foundational literacy and numeracy skills. Furthermore, a rich and interactive learning environment encourages curiosity, concentration, and persistence—qualities essential for lifelong learning.
Social and emotional development is another vital focus in early years education. In early settings, children learn how to interact with others, manage emotions, and build positive relationships. According to the Department for Education (DfE, 2021), emotional security and positive attachments formed in early years environments contribute to a child's confidence and social competence. This development is crucial for fostering empathy, cooperation, and self-regulation, all of which play significant roles in academic success and future interpersonal relationships.
Another purpose of early years education is to identify and support individual learning needs, including special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Early identification and intervention can significantly improve outcomes for children who might otherwise struggle in mainstream education later on (Allen, 2011). Practitioners in early years settings are trained to observe, assess, and respond to developmental delays or challenges, working closely with families and professionals to provide targeted support. This proactive approach not only addresses potential barriers to learning but also promotes inclusion and equity from the outset.
Furthermore, early years education benefits families and communities by enabling parental employment and providing parenting support. Quality childcare enables parents, particularly mothers, to participate in the workforce, thereby contributing to economic growth (Melhuish et al., 2015). Additionally, many early years settings offer parenting programmes and guidance, enhancing parental understanding of child development and strengthening the home learning environment. By supporting families holistically, early years education contributes to broader social outcomes such as reduced poverty and improved health and well-being.
In conclusion, the point of education in the early years is multifaceted. It aims not only to prepare children for formal schooling but to nurture well-rounded individuals capable of contributing to society. By promoting cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development, early years education lays the groundwork for a lifetime of learning. Moreover, it helps identify and address individual needs early, supports families, and promotes equity and inclusion. Investing in the early years is thus not only beneficial for children but also for families, communities, and society at large.
The purpose of early years education lies fundamentally in supporting the holistic development of young children during a period of rapid growth and learning. Between birth and five years, children experience the most significant cognitive, social, and emotional development of their lives, with brain architecture forming critical pathways that influence future learning and behaviour (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). High-quality early childhood education provides structured opportunities for play, interaction, and exploration, all of which support the development of language, problem-solving skills, and executive functioning. According to UNESCO (2022), early years education not only supports individual potential but also plays a critical role in reducing developmental and educational inequalities from the outset.
In addition to cognitive outcomes, early childhood education plays a central role in social and emotional development. It helps children learn to form relationships, understand emotions, and develop empathy and resilience—skills that are foundational for future personal and academic success (DfE, 2021). Through carefully planned activities and responsive adult-child interactions, children gain the ability to regulate behaviour, cooperate with peers, and navigate social situations. As noted by Sylva et al. (2004), environments that are rich in both learning opportunities and emotional support lead to higher levels of social competence and reduced behavioural difficulties later in life.
Furthermore, early years education facilitates early identification of developmental needs, including speech and language delays, learning difficulties, and other special educational needs. This allows for timely intervention and tailored support, increasing the likelihood of positive long-term outcomes (Allen, 2011). Early years practitioners are trained to observe and assess children’s progress in a systematic way, working in collaboration with families and professionals to create inclusive, supportive environments. This early investment in education not only enhances individual well-being and learning trajectories but also contributes to broader societal benefits, including reduced demand for later remedial education and improved social mobility (Melhuish et al., 2015).
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