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1. Play-Based Pedagogy in Practice: A Critical Comparison of the Foundation Phase and Reggio Emilia Approaches
The philosophical underpinnings of the Foundation Phase and the Reggio Emilia approach differ considerably in their conceptualisation of play and learning. The Foundation Phase, introduced in Wales in 2008, is a statutory curriculum framework for children aged 3 - 7 that emphasises child-centred, experiential learning through play. Its guidance, such as the ‘Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings’ (Welsh Government, 2022a), positions play as a vehicle for holistic development, drawing on Piagetian theory and socio-constructivist views. Conversely, the Reggio Emilia approach, developed in post-war Italy by Loris Malaguzzi, is a pedagogical philosophy rather than a statutory curriculum. It views children as capable, curious learners and places strong emphasis on child-led inquiry, collaboration, and the role of the environment in learning (Rinaldi, 2021; Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2011). While both approaches value experiential learning and child agency, their operationalisation differs. Foundation Phase offers structured guidance to ensure national consistency, but this can lead to a misinterpretation of play as merely a backdrop to adult-led tasks (Waters, 2016). In contrast, Reggio Emilia’s emergent curriculum enables greater responsiveness but lacks formalised curricular goals, making consistent implementation across contexts more difficult. Research suggests that flexibility in curriculum fosters creativity and ownership (Wood & Hedges, 2016), yet without clear guidance, there is a risk of inequality in learning experiences. Therefore, while Foundation Phase ensures coverage and accountability, it may limit genuine child-initiated learning, whereas Reggio’s philosophy promotes deep engagement but requires high practitioner expertise and supportive infrastructure to succeed.
The role of the adult is critical in both play-based approaches, yet the expectations and realities diverge due to policy and contextual demands. In the Foundation Phase, adults are described as observers, facilitators, assessors, and co-players (Welsh Government, 2020), echoing the importance of sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Practitioners are expected to plan based on observation and scaffold learning through meaningful interactions. However, research highlights that in practice, many adults feel constrained by time pressures, large ratios, and a lack of training, reducing their ability to engage deeply in child-led play (Waters, 2016; Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). In comparison, the Reggio Emilia approach conceptualises the adult as a co-learner, researcher, and documenter. Teachers observe children closely, co-construct knowledge, and design environments that provoke curiosity (Rinaldi, 2021; McNally and Slutsky, 2017). This role requires high-level professional reflection and collaboration, supported by embedded professional learning systems within Reggio schools. The Welsh policy context increasingly acknowledges the need for reflective practice and collaborative planning, as seen in the ‘Enabling Learning’ guidance (Welsh Government, 2020), yet systemic barriers persist. Studies suggest that while adults aspire to be facilitators, the demands of assessment, curriculum targets, and insufficient planning time often result in more directive interactions (British Educational Research Association, 2014). The Reggio approach demonstrates what is possible when professional autonomy and time are prioritised, though its high demand for staff capacity makes it challenging to replicate in more standardised settings. Ultimately, adult engagement in play-based learning is pivotal, but without the necessary training, time, and leadership support, expectations are difficult to meet.
Assessment and curriculum design are further areas of divergence between the Foundation Phase and Reggio Emilia. In the Foundation Phase, assessment is structured through tools such as the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP), which aims to track children’s development across seven areas of learning. Policy documents advocate for formative, child-centred assessment (Welsh Government, 2015), yet in practice, the FPP has been criticised for being overly prescriptive and misaligned with the principle of the 'unique child' (Donaldson, 2015; Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Reggio Emilia eschews standardised assessment in favour of pedagogical documentation – a qualitative, narrative-based method of capturing children’s learning (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2011; Rinaldi, 2021). This approach aligns with formative assessment principles, allowing educators to plan responsively and share learning processes with families. However, research notes that documentation requires significant time and interpretive skill, which can be a barrier in resource-constrained settings (Clark Kjørholt and Moss, 2005). The Curriculum for Wales promotes ongoing observation and "assessment for learning" (Welsh Government, 2022b), moving away from summative models, yet the transition remains inconsistent. A gap exists between policy ambition and classroom reality, where accountability measures still dominate teacher practice. Comparative studies highlight that while Reggio-style documentation supports a holistic view of the child (Rinaldi, 2021), it lacks the scalability and system-wide comparability often required by national frameworks. Therefore, both models reflect tensions between recognising individual development and fulfilling institutional demands, illustrating the complex interplay between curriculum aims and practical delivery.
Time allocation and daily structure also shape how play-based pedagogies unfold in reality. The Foundation Phase advocates a balance between child-initiated play, continuous provision, and focused activities (Welsh Government, 2015). However, Estyn (2019) reports that in many Welsh settings, the emphasis on focused tasks persists, leading to a narrowing of experiential learning opportunities. In contrast, Reggio Emilia environments support long-term, uninterrupted projects, enabling children to engage deeply with ideas and interests (Vecchi, 2010; McNally and Slutsky, 2017). The absence of rigid timetables reflects a commitment to respecting children’s rhythms and autonomy. Research confirms that extended periods of play support cognitive development, problem-solving, and social collaboration (Wood, 2013; Bonetti & Brown, 2018), yet in many Foundation Phase settings, adult-led routines and institutional constraints truncate these opportunities. Moreover, large class sizes and staff shortages hinder the implementation of flexible schedules in the Welsh context (Waters, 2016). While the Curriculum for Wales encourages schools to design responsive timetables, many practitioners report a lack of clarity and confidence in doing so. By comparison, Reggio schools embed flexibility as a cultural norm, facilitated by favourable adult-child ratios and a shared pedagogical vision. Thus, while both approaches advocate time-rich play, the practical capacity to deliver this remains uneven across contexts.
Leadership and professional learning (PL) are fundamental to the successful implementation of play-based curricula, yet both the Foundation Phase and Reggio Emilia demonstrate distinct challenges and opportunities in this domain. The Foundation Phase recognises the need for strong pedagogical leadership, particularly in embedding reflective practice and supporting ongoing professional development (Welsh Government, 2020; Kingston & Siraj, 2017). However, studies highlight variability in leadership quality and access to Continuous Professional Development (CPD) across Welsh settings (Estyn, 2018), leading to inconsistency in the delivery of play-based pedagogy. In contrast, Reggio Emilia places professional learning at the heart of its model. Educators regularly participate in study groups, pedagogical reflection, and collaborative research, supported by a culture that values inquiry and shared knowledge (Rinaldi, 2021; McNally and Slutsky, 2017). This embedded model fosters coherence and depth, yet is heavily reliant on systemic investment and a shared cultural ethos. While the Enabling Learning guidance in Wales promotes collaborative planning and reflective practice, the reality often involves fragmented CPD opportunities and limited planning time (British Educational Research Association, 2014). Leadership in Reggio settings extends beyond formal roles; it is distributed and co-constructed among staff, reflecting a flatter organisational structure. Research indicates that distributed leadership supports innovation and ownership in early years settings (Siraj and Hallet, 2013), yet this requires trust, time, and ongoing dialogue - conditions not always present in statutory systems. Consequently, while both approaches endorse professional learning as central, the mechanisms and support structures available significantly affect their impact.
While both approaches promote play as central to learning, their contrasting structures highlight the challenges of translating policy and theory into practice within different educational and cultural contexts.
2. Assessment and the Unique Child: A Critical Evaluation of Practice and Possibility
The principle of the ‘unique child’ is central to effective early years pedagogy, rooted in the belief that every child is a competent, curious, and capable learner with distinct experiences, interests, and developmental pathways. This concept is embedded in several key policy and curriculum frameworks, including the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), which underpins Welsh Government policy and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022b), which promotes the idea that each child should be supported as an ‘ambitious, capable learner’. Understanding the unique child means recognising the importance of individual context - cultural background, family structure, identity, and emotional wellbeing - in shaping a child's approach to learning (Wood, 2013). This philosophy aligns with the holistic ethos of early childhood education, yet poses significant challenges when systems demand uniform assessment and standardised evidence of progress. To truly support the unique child, assessment practices must move beyond measurement and instead reflect the lived, dynamic nature of children's development.
Assessment in early childhood should be an integrated, responsive, and formative process that supports learning rather than merely records it. According to the Welsh Government (2020), assessment should be embedded within play and everyday experiences, offering insight into children’s interests, progress, and next steps. This aligns with the concept of ‘assessment for learning’ rather than ‘assessment of learning’, placing the child at the centre. However, the tension between policy aspiration and practice persists. In reality, many practitioners experience assessment as a data-driven task that detracts from time spent engaging meaningfully with children (British Educational Research Association, 2014). Assessment for learning, when done effectively, can be a powerful tool to identify and support the needs of the unique child. This includes strategies that capture the child’s voice, reflect their experiences, and support practitioners in adapting provision accordingly (White, 2020). Conversely, assessment that is inflexible, summative, or reductionist may obscure a child's true capabilities, particularly for those with additional learning needs or from diverse cultural backgrounds (Tunnicliffe, 2015). To fully support inclusive pedagogy, assessment must be flexible and reflective enough to accommodate the varied and non-linear pathways through which children grow and develop.
The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) was introduced as a statutory tool to monitor children’s progress across the seven Areas of Learning in the Foundation Phase. In theory, the FPP was designed to be formative and developmentally appropriate. However, research and inspection reports suggest it is frequently implemented in ways that conflict with the ethos of play-based, individualised learning (Taylor et al., 2016; Estyn, 2019). Many practitioners report the FPP becoming a checklist exercise, driven by accountability pressures rather than pedagogical intention. As Waters (2016) argues, such tools can distort practice by prioritising what is measurable over what is meaningful. While the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) promotes observation and child-centred learning, the FPP encourages a model where children’s development is filtered through rigid categories, often reducing complex behaviours into binary judgments of whether a child can or cannot do a task. This is especially problematic for children who may develop unevenly across domains, such as those with ALN or children learning English as an additional language. These children may be misjudged, not because they are not learning, but because the tool cannot capture their progress in context.
In contrast, learning journals, or learning stories, offer a rich, individualised assessment method that aligns closely with the idea of the unique child. Originating in the Reggio Emilia and Te Whāriki approaches, these journals use narrative documentation to record meaningful moments in a child's learning journey (Carr and Lee, 2012). Through photographs, transcripts of dialogue, practitioner reflections, and children’s own work, learning journals present a multifaceted view of development. Unlike the FPP, they allow practitioners to highlight growth, curiosity, and collaboration in a contextualised manner, affirming children’s agency and identity (Rinaldi, 2021). Learning journals reflect the values promoted in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022b), which calls for a curriculum ‘rooted in the experiences of learners’ and ‘informed by continuous observation and assessment’. Additionally, these journals offer a tool for sustained shared thinking and foster stronger relationships between practitioners, children, and families (Sylva et al., 2004). Clark and Moss (2011) highlight the value of this method in promoting reflection, dialogue, and shared meaning-making between children, practitioners, and families.
Despite their pedagogical strengths, learning journals face significant barriers to widespread adoption. Time is one of the most cited challenges. Documenting rich learning stories requires careful observation, reflection, and compilation - none of which are easily achievable when practitioners are managing large groups without adequate support (McNally and Slutsky, 2018). Budgetary constraints also limit access to digital tools or printing materials needed for high-quality journals. Many settings report difficulties in sustaining this approach without designated non-contact time for staff. Training is another critical factor. While Welsh Government policy documents such as Enabling Learning (2020) advocate for formative, observation-led assessment, Estyn (2018) reports that inconsistent training and leadership across settings lead to varying levels of confidence and competence among staff. Without robust professional development and a shared understanding of what high-quality documentation looks like, the implementation of learning journals may remain superficial or tokenistic.
In addition to time and training, another barrier to implementing learning journals effectively is the lack of explicit emphasis on child voice in assessment practice. Although journals are designed to reflect children's interests and contributions, many practitioners struggle to authentically include children in the process. Research by Clark and Moss (2011) in the Mosaic approach demonstrates that when children are actively involved in co-constructing their learning narratives, assessment becomes more meaningful and empowering. Yet in busy early years settings, opportunities for shared reflection and discussion are often deprioritised in favour of quicker, adult-led documentation. Embedding child agency within assessment practices demands a shift in culture and routines - something that not all settings are equipped to do without structural change.
Equity is also a central concern in the evaluation of assessment approaches. Standardised tools like the FPP often disadvantage learners with additional learning needs (ALN) or those learning English as an additional language (EAL), as they may not demonstrate progress in conventional ways or within the expected timeframe (Donaldson, 2015). As the ALN Code (Welsh Government, 2021) emphasises, inclusive assessment must reflect a child’s strengths, interests, and support needs. Learning journals provide greater scope for this, allowing for flexible evidence-gathering that respects each child’s communication style and developmental journey. However, in the absence of leadership support and consistent guidance, such inclusive practices may not be sustained. As Estyn (2024) notes, variation in implementation across Welsh settings results in unequal experiences for children—particularly those most in need of personalised support.
Moreover, the current policy environment presents a contradiction. On one hand, the Curriculum for Wales and related guidance promote autonomy and professional judgment in designing assessments. On the other, accountability structures still demand quantifiable evidence of progress, often in formats that do not accommodate narrative or holistic documentation. As Siraj and Hallet (2013) highlight, effective leadership is needed to mediate these pressures, prioritise pedagogical values, and advocate for assessment approaches that genuinely reflect children’s learning. Leadership that encourages team dialogue, shared reflection, and a culture of inquiry can help embed learning journals more meaningfully into practice. Yet such leadership is not universal, and where it is lacking, formative assessment often becomes a low priority. This has a direct impact on the extent to which the unique child is seen, heard, and valued within the learning environment.
To create an assessment culture that supports the unique child, systemic changes are necessary. These include ensuring consistent, high-quality training on formative assessment; providing dedicated time for practitioners to observe and document; and revising accountability frameworks to value narrative and qualitative data. Johnson and Watts (2019) suggest that digital documentation tools can reduce workload while increasing accessibility for families, offering a potential solution to time pressures. However, technology should be viewed as a facilitator, not a replacement, for deep pedagogical engagement. As Wood and Hedges (2016) argue, responsive pedagogy must be underpinned by critical reflection, collaboration, and the willingness to challenge normative assumptions about children’s development. Until these conditions are met, assessment will continue to reflect systemic priorities over children’s individual needs.
In conclusion, assessment in early childhood education must be radically rethought if it is to genuinely serve the concept of the unique child. While the Foundation Phase Profile offers consistency and standardisation, it often fails to account for individual variation and context. In contrast, learning journals offer a relational, reflective, and richly contextual form of assessment that aligns with both pedagogy and policy aspirations. However, for this method to thrive, barriers such as time, training, and recognition must be addressed. Policy documents such as Enabling Learning and the Curriculum for Wales provide a strong foundation, but without systemic support, their ambitions risk going unrealised. Supporting the unique child requires more than belief - it requires action, resources, and a shift in what we value in early learning.
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