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A comparison of play-based approaches; The Foundation Phase and Te Whariki 
Early years education is a crucial first step in the development and learning for children (TheLearningCollege, no date). Two compelling curricula for the early years are The Foundation Phase, in Wales, and Te Whariki, in New Zealand. Both frameworks offer a child centred approach, aiming to provide high quality learning experiences for all children. 
The Foundation Phase, established in 2008 and becoming mandatory in 2010, recommends that early years and educational settings embrace a holistic approach to child learning, ensuring the well-being and developmental skills of each child are nurtured and encouraged, following the childs interest and experiences (Hwb, 2015).
Created to inspire and challenge the children in their learning journey, the foundation phase aides the practitioner to plan and utilise both structured and in the moment activities and educational opportunities.
Children have the opportunity to learn outdoors, with natural equipment and fun experiences, improving their fine and gross motor skills while unintentionally learning and developing their mathematical and literacy skills.
While also having more structured educational sessions indoors, mark making and looking at books and text.
Te Whariki has a similar concept to the foundation phase. Created in 1996 in New Zealand, Te Whariki is based on the Māori cultural values and principles (Preidyte, 2024).  Translating as “The Woven Mat”, Te Whariki encourages the early years learners to embrace family and community into their learning (Dearnley, 2022). Prioritising the children in their learning, weaving their heritage and community with the childs well-being and giving them a sense of belonging. Ensuring the children have a unique experience on their learning journey, tailored to their individuality.
Although the foundation phase and Te Whariki have similar concepts, they also differ considerably. Children under the foundation phase curricula undergo many assessments during their time in the early years, from WELLCOMM assessments to summative assessments, the childrens development is measured against a standardised level of development and ensure the child is meeting their development milestones (Foundation Years, no date). 
However, with children gaining their education under the Te Whariki curricula no formal assessments are carried out. The practitioners create a Learning Story for their children; they are not compared to any pre-set milestones of development and focus solely on the individual and their education journey (Niles, 2015).
While practitioners of Te Whariki would not experience the pressure for their children to achieve the standardised milestones, their curricular content varies and is inconsistent throughout. Creating an increasing shortcoming in the standards for education, to the extent that the prime minister has introduced mandatory standardised testing for all children in their first year of school (RNZ, 2024).
However, practitioners in the foundation phase, although feeling the pressure of standardised testing for the children, have shown an increase in the number of children achieving their learning goals, with 66.2% achieving their expected level in the last academic year (Du Plessis and Morais, 2015, Gov.uk, 2024).
As good as the expectations of the curricula are, in reality not all outcomes are achievable. For example, the foundation phase concentrates on holistically educating children as individuals, being inclusive and diverse. However, staff ratios in settings can restrict the ability to give all of the children the required attention and learning experiences they require (HFLEducation, 2025). 
Many children have additional learning needs, and as the standardised testing enables practitioners to recognise these differences early, intervention can be implemented quickly and effectively, ensuring the child receives the most from their education (Snap, no date). However, delays and shortages in the medical and educational systems, mean waiting times for some children are extensive and often arrive later than required (Swansea Council, 2024).
Due to a shortage in qualified and trained practitioners, Te Whariki curricula has not been enforced as was first envisioned, and practitioners are leaving their teaching posts as they face criticism for their lack of knowledge and understanding in the Māori culture. In this instance and following Vygotskys (1978) zone of proximal development theory, the children would not receive the standard of learning that Te Whariki inspires (Serene, 2020).
Despite the negative outcomes above, not all is lost. Children that are educated through these play curricula are happy and content in their development and progress. Each child has experiences and learning journeys structured around fun and curiosity. Rousseau explained that a child that is allowed to experience natural growth without the interference of societal prejudice, will become a balanced individual (Sprouts, 2023). Froebel reinforces this concept and encourages practitioners to use a natural and nurturing environment for the children (Froebel Trust, no date).
In conclusion, while Te Whariki is culturally enveloped in the New Zealand education system, it has struggled with maintaining qualified and trained practitioners to enable their learners to receive their concept as was envisioned originally and has, as a consequence, failed some of the children in their full potential in their learning journeys. The foundation phase, however, has continued in its progress and outcomes are continually rising and the children thriving in their learning through play.

The concept of the Unique Child
The unique child is a strand of the Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (2024) ensuring that a consistent measure is enforced throughout early years education.
Emphasising that every child is unique. From looks, behaviours and mannerisms, personalities or developmentally and learning styles, each child is unique in their own ways (FirstThingsFirst, no date). 
Remembering that all children are unique, especially in an early years and education setting is important as no two children will learn or experience the same from individual lessons or experiences (BirthTo5Matters, no date) . Children learn and develop in their own way and require individual adjustments to their daily learning journey. 
Children are continually learning and growing at their own pace, which enables practitioners to tailor the learning environment to each individual, being inclusive and diverse in the setting (Grenier, 2025).
Therefore, it is important that a practitioner has a good relationship with the child and their caregivers in order to learn their individual needs and unique development stage, aiding in tailoring their learning journey especially for them (Department for Education, 2022).
During their educational journey, children will be assessed in their abilities and development stages. These assessments vary from summative assessments and WELLCOMM assessments, to literacy and numeracy tests later. These allow the practitioner to gauge the childs level of development and, often times, diagnose additional learning needs in children (Gov.uk, 2024). 
According to Albert Einstein (Cited by Kuono, 2020)
"everybody is a genius, but if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing it is stupid.”
This emphasises that almost all assessments do not consider the children as individuals, embracing their unique abilities.
The Early Years Development Journal is an assessment document, funded by the Department for Education, which is completed by the childs key person and their parents. This journal logs the individuals progress and development milestones, keeping note of dates and consistency of accomplishments (National Childrens Bureau, 2013).
Unfortunately, assessments are time consuming to complete and require more than one person to complete (CaringForCare, no date). However, following the protocols of the Te Whariki curricula, Learning Journey observations could be completed, in order to make the assessment easier to complete. Practitioners can take videos and photos during activities in the setting, parents could also do this to show progression at home, as well as any mark making the child has done on paper or digitally created. The journal would show the progress of the individual and be a fun memory for the family and educators to look back on (Niles, 2015).
Some early years settings follow different approaches to the running of their sessions. For example, some nurseries are managed following the Curiosity Approach, allowing children to lead their learning journeys without much interference from the adult. Adults are therefore using, in the moment planning for the children at all times. This may cause problems with practitioners not having all the information for the specific children they have doing certain activities. As well as not being able to remember any observations they have made at that time. This has been addressed by Stephanie Bennett (no date) co-founder of The Curiosity Approach, as who states that the EYFS has highlighted the issue and now allows practitioners to use their knowledge and expertise to evaluate if a child has achieved their milestone, without collecting physical evidence.
In conclusion, Learning Stories would be the most effective development measuring tool for children in the early years. They rely on many people to complete them and have many forms of logging the data required, including photographic, childrens ‘work’ as well as any and all observations.


Blog – Do They Play All Day: The importance of Play for Fine Motor Skills
Many educators from before the introduction of the Foundation Phase, as well as many of the older generation, are confused by the “Education” the younger generations are receiving today. 
Many see the foundation phase as simply playing; however, studies have proven that learning through play is more effective in the childrens education than some would acknowledge (WelshGov, no date).
One element of childrens development are their Fine Motor Skills. Childrens hands are not formed enough to hold a pencil at a young age. Research shows that delays in fine motor skills may affect childrens academic performance later in life (NHS, no date). 
Luckily, early years practitioners can help improve childrens fine motor skills along with their hand-eye coordination, concentration and spatial awareness (The Old Station Nursery, 2022). 
And all through play.
Through structured and unstructured activities, play can enhance a childs ability to eat, dress and manipulate objects, including a pencil, with confidence (WelshGov, no date).
The simplicity of playdough. While children love feeling the dough squeeze between their fingers and rolling and making things out of a simple mixture of salt, flour, oil and water. The children are strengthening muscles in their hands and improving the dexterity of their fingers. Motions which are imperative in future handwriting (PlaygroupWA, no date).
Using tongs or tweezers to move small objects and collect them into a bowl, this activity encourages precision and fine muscle control, Bart, Hajami and Bar-Hain (2008) also linked this activity to an increased attention span and focus in preschool children. Even using pegs as the tweezer or pegging clothes, or simply using pegs on a piece of card, uses muscles in the hands that are required for everyday activities (Your Kids OT, 2020).
Jig-sos aide in problem solving and help develop spatial awareness and hand strength (North Lanarkshire Council, no date).
Cutting using a child-safe scissors, whether they cut paper, card or playdough, requires both hands to work together, one to hold and one to cut, improving concentration, spatial awareness and focus (Ralphs, 2022).
Threading beads or pasta onto a piece of string improves hand and eye coordination and the pincer grasp, essential for pencil holding (Pampers, 2022).
In conclusion, the development of fine motor skills is a gradual yet consistent process, that helps small hands grow strong and dextrous enough to achieve all that is required of them. Which, surprisingly, can be achieved by ‘just’ playing.
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