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Part 1 

Critically analyse the challenges of implementing play-based curricula. 

The Foundation Phase was the previous curriculum that was followed in Wales, the curriculum recognised the importance of play and its essential role in children’s development, it was built on the principle of learning through play and made it an essential part of the curriculum. (Welsh Government, 2019). The curriculum used evidence from overseas early years programmes such as Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki, that implied that using an overly formal curriculum for children under the age of seven years old can lead to poorer outcomes as opposed to a play-based approach, that can also have a positive impact on children’s well-being. (Taylor et al, 2015). However, despite its good intentions, putting policy into practice often proves to be more difficult. Haile and Ghirmai (2024) explore the benefits and challenges of implementing play-based learning, after conducting research with educators they found that the participants of the study had conflicting views on play based learning and that they are faced with a range of challenges with its implementation. However, as the study also found, those conflicting views and lack of understanding and awareness could be the most prominent barrier. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2007) reiterate this as they also found that practitioners understandings of its key concepts and the quality of provision varied between different settings, claiming that this was dependent on teacher training and therefore, suggesting that not all children were receiving the high-quality provision that was intended. 
According to Waters (2016) the Foundation Phase required practitioners to change their behaviour and traditional mindsets to support play-based and child-initiated learning. However, it required practitioners to identify the meaning of the new key terminologies such as child-initiated and practitioner directed play, which proved difficult for some, it did not help that the original documents showed a commitment to various pedagogies as opposed to one clear approach, this led to a lack of understanding when it was initially rolled out. Thomas and Lewis (2016) claimed there was often a confusion and a lack of understanding of what child initiated and adult directed meant leading to inconsistencies and putting policy into practice was more difficult as there appeared to be an ongoing conflict between traditional and more formal views on early education and the unclear messages set out for practitioners. 
According to Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) the second main cost of implementing the Foundation Phase was providing training and support for practitioners and one evaluation found most practitioners were open to receiving both and found it to be useful, however, not all teachers had undertaken the full training and some practitioners had not received any training. Therefore, they did not gain the full understanding that was required and lead to there being inconsistencies in how the curriculum was delivered, as previously mentioned. (Thomas & Lewis, 2016). 
Jones (2026) highlights the difference in the vision of the curriculum vs the reality of implementing it, suggesting that the vision of the foundation phase relies on quality staffing, resources and support from home that is not always available for everyone such as those in areas of deprivation due to limited resources and inconsistent access to quality indoor and outdoor provision, leading to educational inequality.
According to Jones (2025) in social- economically disadvantaged schools it was found that there were more children with additional needs and behaviour issues, this placed an extra demand on the staff and this along with insufficient child to staff ratios made delivering the curriculum even more challenging for the educators. Despite the curriculum relying on adequate staffing, it is claimed that adult to child ratios have worsened over time. Jones (2026) and Welsh government (2015) both highlight how the Foundation Phase took inspiration from international models such as Reggio Emilia, However, there are differences between the two models and countries making it difficult to fully adopt progressive curricula. 
McNally & Slutsky (2017) state that Reggio Emilio is a city in Italy that is considered a progressive and exemplary model of early years education that has created a learning community that offers freedom and democracy. Reggio Emilia offers a holistic approach and focuses on child-led learning and play, a stark contrast from the previous formal education that was used in Wales prior to the Foundation Phase. However, it is mentioned that adopting this approach in Wales could prove difficult for teachers as it requires moving away from a ‘subject-centred’ to a ‘child-led’ approach. (Maynard & Chicken, 2010). Strong- Wilson and Ellis (2009) states that educating children is typically considered to be the responsibility of teachers and parents, however, the Reggio Emilia approach sees the environment as being the third teacher and requires teachers to use this to inform their practice. The notion that the environment can be used as a third teacher could prove to be difficult in Wales, as mentioned by Jones (2026) not all areas of Wales have access to the same quality indoor and outdoor provision and therefore, this aspect of Reggio Emilia would be more difficult for educators if the environment is not up to the same standard, as it also proved to be a challenge when delivering the Foundation Phase in areas of deprivation. 
Blocker (2020) reiterates the important role of the environment as the third teacher in the Reggio Emilia approach and the important role that educators play in adapting the environment to ensure that it is fit for purpose and to enable them to do so would require educators to have a good knowledge and understanding and have adequate resources and an environment. However, as previously mentioned, this can pose a challenge due to living in a deprived area leading to lack of resources or training.  (Jones, 2025) (Taylor, Rhys, Waldron, 2016). Therefore, if educators are unfamiliar with the approach and do not have adequate resources or facilities, it will be more difficult to implement. According to Ardzejewska and Coutts (2004) there is very little research available to guide teachers who are interested in implementing the approach so whilst some teachers may support its ideals, for it to be successful they need to fully understand its philosophy and how they can implement that change. 
According to Goodwin University (2017) Reggio Emilia sees parents as partners and it involves them in their child’s learning, more so than other forms of curriculum and education, there are various opportunities for parent and carer involvement, and they are integrated into their learning daily. Therefore, the approach relies heavily on cooperation between the parent/carer and the school. Waldron, Rhys and Taylor (2014) state that their findings showed that educators found that parents and carers had not been involved in the implementation of the Foundation Phase, roughly half of parents were considered as being welcoming to the new curriculum. However, some parents had shown some resistance and although the Foundation Phase aims to ensure that parents are more involved in their children's education, as stated previously, Reggio Emilia relies more heavily on parent involvement and the resistance and lack of involvement from some parents would create a barrier to that. 
The Foundation Phase took inspiration from Reggio Emilia and is based on the principle of learning through play; However, it has a more structured curriculum and more specific areas of learning, its seven areas of learning outline the skills that educators must focus on developing. (Welsh Government, 2019) (Welsh Government, 2015). Therefore, it still must adhere to achieving those outcomes meaning it cannot fully offer the freedom and complete child-led approach of Reggio Emilia. 
 Hewett (2001) states that the Reggio Emilia approach has been adapted to suit the city's unique culture and therefore it cannot simply be imported and followed in another country, suggesting that instead it should be redefined to suit that country’s own culture which is what has been done with the Foundation Phase in Wales, it has taken inspiration but not adopted it fully. Therefore, despite what appears to be criticisms of how it does not fully adopt the Reggio Emilia approach, it could appear to be the more realistic alternative. 
Although the Foundation Phase was considered a progressive curriculum that had a positive impact on children’s development and well-being, as previously highlighted, putting policy into practice was more difficult and many barriers and challenges arose. One clear barrier, that has been a recurring theme throughout was the lack of knowledge, understanding and lack of training for staff. As recommended by Taylor et al (2015) training in the curriculum and its pedagogy should be made compulsory to all practitioners, teachers and headteachers to ensure that everyone has the understanding to implement it effectively and they should also be given support to schools and setting to restructure their indoor and outdoor spaces top ensure it is fit for purpose.
 As outlined by Hwb (2024) the current, New Curriculum for Wales requires schools to develop their own curriculum, and this will allow learners to work towards the four purposes it outlines. Therefore, it is important that to enable practitioners to deliver the New Curriculum to the best of their ability, staff must have good knowledge and understanding of the New Curriculum for Wales and how to implement it effectively, whilst it does appear to offer clear guidance, it is however a more flexible approach which it leaves it open to interpretation and therefore, is dependent on the practitioners knowledge and understanding. 

Part 2 
Considering the concept of the ‘unique child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula. (1500) 

The Department for Education (2015) outlines four of the guiding principles of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and the first principle, that they state should guide practice in the early years, is that every child is a unique child and sees children as capable, resilient, confident and self-assured individuals with their own strengths and interests, who are continuously learning. Grenier (2025) reiterates this as she states the EYFS is committed to the ‘unique child’ and states that if practitioners use their knowledge to provide children with their own personalised support it will allow every child to flourish and develop at their own pace. Similarly, Te Whariki encourages children to learn in their own way and believes that it is the role of the adult to support the child’s learning, ensuring that they know the child well and always look out for the child’s best interest, they also agree that the child’s learning journey should be personalised to suit them, accounting for their interests, strengths and where they are at in their development (Ministry of Education, 2017). 
According to CPD College (2015) the unique child involves considering each child as an individual with their own unique personality and it is important as it gives children a voice and builds their self-confidence and self-esteem and allows them the opportunity to learn and develop at their own pace. However, although some practitioners will also feel empowered and feel positive about moving forward, others may find it more challenging as it will require them to deviate from the traditional methods they are used to. As highlighted by McMahon and Dyer (2018) the principles of the EYFS rely on the judgement of the practitioner and how they perceive that child and adhere to those principles. Therefore, requiring them to have good knowledge and a holistic view of the child to allow them to respond to their own individual needs and to provide an enabling environment. However, as previously mentioned, whilst some practitioners will see it as positive, others may find it more challenging to implement those principles into their practice. 
According to Leach (2025) the unique child is important as research has proven that a high-quality early years setting where the practitioners tailor their approach to suit the individual chid, results in the child being more engaged, they are more confident and it also leads to them making more progress and achieves better outcomes. Birth to 5 Matter (2026) states that by catering for the unique child it allows practitioners to implement inclusive early years practice as inclusion involves responding to the interests and needs of all children in their care, as opposed to a fixed approach that suits all. Therefore, by considering the child as unique, it is ensuring that all children feel included so they will feel a sense of belonging and they will feel that their voices are heard. 
The Department for Education (2025) states that observing and assessing children in the early years is important as it provides practitioners with a holistic view of the child, what makes them unique including what skills and interests they have and it can also allow practitioners to identify gaps in learning or spot signs of development delay which will allow them to implement the support they need. Birth to 5 Matters (2026) agree that planning, observation and assessment is a key part of teaching as responsive pedagogy is required for them to gain an overview of what the child knows, can do and how much they understand. Birth to 5 matters also suggest that assessment can serve numerous purposes, not only to improve development and learning opportunities as it allows them to plan the next steps but it can also highlight what improvements are needed to practice and what changes need to be made to the provision. According to Hwb (2022) assessment is an integral part of the New Curriculum for Wales and supports the ‘unique child’, suggesting that assessment should focus on the child as an individual, their strengths, what could be improved and it could potentially identify any barriers to their learning, allowing practitioners to gain a better understanding and ensure inclusion for all children. 
Rose (2022) states that assessments do not have to be time consuming and involve excessive amounts of paperwork and suggests that practitioners should strive to focus on the positive, celebrating the children’s achievements and they should always take into consideration that children develop at different rates and in different ways so it is not always useful to age band, particularly if a child has additional learning needs. For example, if a child has additional learning needs, they could be put into a younger age band based on the curriculum but by following the statements for that age, it does not allow practitioners to effectively scaffold the learning for the unique child. 
One form of assessment is the Foundation Phase profile, as outlined by Welsh Government (2015) supports practitioners to provide children with a holistic curriculum that is appropriate for their development as it allows them to assess the child’s learning and development whilst following the Foundation Phase. The Profile assesses children’s development in the four areas of learning that are outlined in the Foundation Phase, there are two parts of the profile, a compact profile which is to be used as a baseline assessment to support early learning and potentially identify signs of delay or ALN and the full profile which is designed for assessments throughout the Foundation Phase up to year 2 and intends to provide a more holistic view of the child’s development. (Welsh Government, 2010). 
According to Welsh Government (2022) practitioners felt that the compact profile provided them with a good view of children’s overall ability and found it useful for providing them with the next steps. However, they also claimed it was not as well suited for the more subjective areas and many criticised it for being too time consuming and not adapted to the unique child. Despite Rose (2022) suggesting that assessments do not have to be time consuming, it appears that this was not the case with the compact profile and therefore, practitioners may not feel positive about using the profile as they find the paperwork excessive and feel that it takes their time away from the child. 
Education Wales (2019) state that the New Curriculum for Wales introduced progression steps as a form of assessment for 3–16-year-olds, that set out achievement outcomes that were broad expectations of learning and they are to be used on an on-going basis, to give practitioners a clearer view of the learner's progression, plan the next steps and potentially identify any support that is needed so they can then put that into place. 
Both forms of assessment aim to provide practitioners with a clear, overall view of the learner and aim to allow them to effectively plan the next steps, however, there are clear differences in the types of assessment. Thomas (2022) states that the Welsh Government believe that the ‘best fit’ approach provides limited information about the learner and therefore, decided that for the New Curriculum for Wales they would remove the end of phase assessments that were previously done in the Foundation Phase as they felt that these were no longer the best approach to allow them to achieve the best outcomes for the learner. Hwb (2024) reiterates that the New Curriculum made significant changes to how children are assessed and ensured that they are being continuously assessed as opposed to making one off judgements at certain points in time and it offers a more flexible approach that can be tailored to suit the individual child, moving at their pace. However, a more flexible approach could be more challenging for practitioners who do not have the full knowledge and training, and this could lead to inconsistencies in how children are assessed. Both forms of assessment are at risk of the children receiving inequal experiences as assessment, like the curriculum, relies on quality of teaching which can be impacted by lack of knowledge, training and socioeconomical factors which can all lead to poorer outcomes.  (Thomas & Lewis, 2016) (Jones, 2026). 
As Donaldson (2015) highlighted in his report that previous curriculum and assessment arrangements lead to poor outcomes in Wales, as shown in the PISA survey and OECD report, signalling a need for change to adapt curriculum and assessment that considers the unique child and engages them in the curriculum, his report provided recommendations and a basis for the Curriculum for Wales and its progression steps. Therefore, the previous Foundation Phase curriculum and the profile did not appear to be meeting the desired outcomes hence the need for change and a revised, curriculum and assessment methods. However, as suggested by Titley, Davies & Atherton (2020) teachers are concerned how the principles and assessment strategies do not align with the more structured, standardized testing that children will be subject to later such as during their GCSEs. Therefore, although the curriculum and its assessment strategies take a personalised approach and support the unique child, once the children are out of that age band, unless changes are implemented, they will be subject to a drastic change in approach which could have a negative effect on their wellbeing as they will not be used to that form of assessment. 
Although the Foundation Phase profile and the progression steps of the New Curriculum share the same principles, a child-centred approach to development, the New Curriculum was developed to improve and be a more flexible approach, catering more for the unique child. (Donaldson, 2015).  However, as previously suggested by Jones (2026) implementing the vision can be more challenging and the New Curriculum and its assessment method are likely to face barriers that could reduce its effectiveness. 

Part 3 
Blog

Is the 1: 3 ratios in private nurseries sufficient for babies with complex needs? 

I am interested in this topic after spending 4 years working in a baby unit in private nursery, caring for children from 6 weeks to 15 months old, I realised that the 1: 3 ratio is not always sufficient, this could be due to complex needs such as developmental delay, medical conditions or issues with attachment, which have all had a significant impact on the quality of care during my time in the baby unit. 
As highlighted by Early Years Wales (2020) there have numerous debates regarding childcare ratios and the Welsh Government decided to not extend the ratios in the National Minimum Standards (NMS) claiming the lower ratio allows staff to have more time with the children in their care. However, as I have found from my experience, this is not the case for babies with complex needs as myself and colleagues have found either the child with complex needs is not receiving the right amount of support or other children are not receiving the quality care and experiences that they deserve due to more time being spent with the child with the more complex needs. 
Berg (2026) states that ratios are put into place to ensure that children are kept safe and properly cared for, whilst I do not dispute that it is possible to adequately care for babies and keep them safe following the 1: 3 ratio, as anyone who works with young children knows, this is not the only expectation that is placed on early years workers and I am sure that fellow parents would agree that ‘adequate’ when it comes to your child is not good enough. As outlined by Social Care Wales (2025) early years and childcare workers are expected to provide a safe, nurturing environment that is responsive whilst ensuring that all their individual needs are met, including planning a range of play opportunities. However, this can be challenging when caring for children with complex needs, for example, if a child has attachment issues and they are distressed when you are trying to carry out the activity, an early year's worker may have to stop the activity and comfort the child, therefore meaning the other children are missing out on the learning experience. Although, some may argue that this may not be a regular occurrence, speaking from experience from working in a busy baby room, I have found that it happens often, particularly on the busiest days. As Celinska (2025) highlighted Bowlby’s attachment theory, that emphasized the importance of those early attachments and the impact they can have on a child’s emotional and social well-being, he stated that infants from 6 weeks to 6 months begin to recognise and have preference to their main caregiver and from 6 months can begin to experience separation anxiety which can cause crying and clinginess. Therefore, this could result in babies being upset as they are separated from their parents and difficult to comfort which could take more of the early years workers attention. Similarly, if the child’s key person has succeeded in forming a strong bond with the child, this could also take attention away from the other children as the child may be clingy to their key worker and make it difficult for them to give attention to the other children and to ensure that their needs are also being met. (Elfer, Goldschmeid and Selleck, 2012). 
 As suggested by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) (2022) early years workers also have a duty to identify additional learning needs (ALN) and if they are known or suspected, carry out regular observations and respond to those needs, this often involves liaising with relevant multi agencies to provide the best support and outcomes for that child. Therefore, if a child in your care has suspected or diagnosed ALN or other needs that need additional observations and interventions such as a medical condition, how can you sufficiently meet those needs and ensure that you are also meeting the needs of the other 2 children in your care? It also makes you question does the ratio consider the individual needs of the child or in this case the complex needs of babies? 
Working in an early-years setting and caring for multiple children can be demanding and stressful for childcare workers, particularly if those children have complex needs. As stated by the Social Mobility Commission (202), the early years workforce is already considered to be underpaid and undervalued profession that comes with a high workload and this poses a threat to impact the quality of provision and it could lead to a negative environment, high staff turnover and it being a less sought-after profession. 
Therefore, I would suggest that the Welsh Government reconsider their National Minimum Standards regarding the ratio for babies due to their complex needs or alternatively and potentially a more realistic option would be to consider providing funding for settings to employ an extra member of staff to support the early years worker or the child with complex needs. Whilst some may consider the 1: 3 ratio being sufficient for the majority of babies, I think it is imperative that it is taken into consideration the individual needs of the child and consider the challenges early years workers face when caring for babies with complex needs such as additional learning needs, medical conditions or attachment issues. Although I am aware of the ongoing issues with funding, I think it is important to consider the potential ramifications of ignoring this issue, particularly on children and staff well-being and how it could result in children’s individual needs not being met which could have a negative, lasting impact on children’s development and future outcomes. 
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