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Early education plays an important role in children’s development, with various educational philosophies that approach this developmental stage in unique ways (Sonnenschein and Stites, 2024; Department for Education, 2023). Two widely used frameworks are the Foundation Phase and the Reggio Emilia Approach, both emphasising the importance of play, but differing in their structure, teaching and implementation, Reggio Emilia Approach has a child-centred philosophy, foster curiosity-driven exploration rather than a fixed curriculum (Milo, n.d.; Berg, 2025). This is in contrast with the Foundation Phase that combines structured play with guided experiences to support development milestones (Imenda, 2012; Wainright et al., 2019).
The Foundation Phase underpins a holistic development approach, through play and guided experiences, with teachers facilitating a balance of child-initiated and adult-led activities, and tracking progress through observation and record-keeping (Welsh Government, 2015; Thomas and Lewis, 2020; Rekers and Waters, 2017). In contrast, the Reggio Emilia Approach recognising children as a capable, curious and competent learner whose development emerges from their interests rather than a fixed curriculum (ArtSprouts, 2025; Berg, 2025; Early Excellence, 2025). This fosters a flexible and responsive learning experience, positioning teachers as collaborators who use scaffolding, guidance and co-learning to deepen exploration and creativity (Mitchiner, Batamula and Kite, 2018; Fernandez Satin and Feliu Torruella, 2017). Both approaches have different assessment methods. Within the Foundation Phase, teachers use continuous observations to track developmental progress against curriculum outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015; Taylor et al., 2015), whilst the Reggio Emilia Approach incorporates reflective documentation, fostering collative interpretation, through recorded conversations, thoughts and creations, shaping future experiences based on children’s interests and developmental needs (Kinney and Wharton, 2015). These are then shared through learning journals with families and peers fostering deeper understanding and engagement (Aljabreen, 2020; Rinaldi, 2021). 
Reggio Emilia settings view the environment as the third teacher, recognising the environments role in shaping children's learning experiences (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007; Robson & Mastrangelo, 2018; Hargraves, 2020). Classrooms are designed to be open-ended, inviting, and rich in natural resources, that fosters exploration, creativity, and collaboration (Hargraves, 2020b). The environment is purposely flexible, enabling children to adapt, adjust and interact with their surroundings, reinforcing the idea that learning is co-constructed rather than predetermined (Reggio Emilia Australia, 2024). The use of natural light, aesthetics, and realistic materials are prioritised to create a space that inspires curiosity and engagement (Axelsson, n.d.). The Reggio Emilia Approach also emphasises bringing the outdoors in, ensuring that children’s interactions with nature are seamlessly integrated into their learning experiences, rather than being two separate activities (Meade, 2017; Link, 2023). In contrast, the Foundation Phase promotes a safe, stimulating, and inclusive indoor and outdoor environment, but with a stronger emphasis on structured learning outcomes (Waters, 2016; Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2025). Learning spaces are usually arranged around specific developmental goals, ensuring that children engage in activities aligned with curriculum expectations (Welsh Government, 2025). Despite outdoor learning being encouraged, research suggests that the implementation varies, with some settings using it as an extension of the classroom, whilst others face barriers such as funding constraints and site-specific limitations (Bilton & Waters, 2016). The Foundation Phase framework supports experiential learning, however practitioners may need to balance child-led exploration with accountability measures and predefined objectives (Maynard & Waters, 2010). Furthermore, research shows that the benefits of outdoor play, however, these are rarely sustained without long-term immersive engagement (Fiennes et al., 2015; Little, 2021).
The implementation of parental involvement also differs within both approaches. The Foundation Phase encourages strong links between home and school, fostering regular communication and collaboration, that supports children’s learning and development (Sammons, Toth and Sylva, 2015; Taylor et al., 2016; Hutchings, Griffith and Bywater, 2020).  Parents are often invited to participate in school events, receive progress reports, as well as contribute to goal-setting, this creates a structured and accessible partnership. However, the Reggio Emilia Approach sees parents as active partners in the children’s educational journey deeply integrating their voices and insights in to the classrooms culture (Manera, 2022; Goodwin University; n.d.). This approach emphasises collaborative decision-making and mutual respect, with parents actively contributing to curriculum development participate in project working and engage in reflective dialogue with practitioners. Furthermore, the Reggio Emilia Approach seems to create a more immersive and fluid partnership, enhancing the children’s sense of belonging and reinforcing the interconnectedness of home, school and community.
Both approaches value a child-centred learning, whilst the Foundation Phase maintains a stronger curriculum structure, the Reggio Emilia Approach places greater emphasis on the child’s learning and the co-construction of knowledge (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2013; Welsh Government, 2015; Chukwuka, 2025; Oldadele and Jumail, 2025).  The Foundation Phase, whilst underpinning a play-based ethos, appears to remain more constricted by accountability measures and policy driven framework (Welsh Government, 2015). This constriction of accountability and policy driven framework can undermine the original intentions of the Framework, as practitioners may feel pressured to prioritise measurable outcomes over holistic child-led activities (Welsh Government, 2017; Welsh Government 2018). The use of observations in the Foundation Phase are tightly aligned with curriculum outcomes, risking the reduction of the learning experiences by emphasising predefined indicators, this limits the richness and diversity of children’s experiences (British Educational Research Association, 2020; Education News, 2025). In contrast, the Reggio Emilia Approach uses a more reflective documentation method that values the children’s voice, creativity and agency (Nursery World, 2023; Haynes and Patti, 2023). This approach facilitates the children’s future learning and engages families more meaningfully in the children’s education journey (Reggio Emilia Australia, 2024). However, this reflective approach provides a more interpretative approach and lacks the standardisation, posing a challenge in education systems that require consistency, comparability and accountability, particularly those systems that are subject to inspections (Moss, 2021).
Although both approaches recognise the role the environment plays in children’s learning, they differ in focus and philosophy. The Reggio Emilia Approach views the child as a capable co-learner, with the environment acting as a partner in exploration and discovery (Raintree International School, 2025).  This challenges traditional teacher-led models and suggests that rigid curricula may restrict learning (Le Courtois and Baker, n.d.; Biemeier, 2015). In contrast, the Foundation Phase, despite being influenced by similar ideas, still remains closely tied to curriculum goals, which can limit flexibility and reduce opportunities for truly child-led learning (Thomas and Lewis, 2020). There are also practical concerns, for example Reggio-inspired settings can be difficult to sustain outside of Italy, as they depend on well-trained staff, strong community support, and adequate resources—conditions not always available elsewhere (Chicken, 2022; Schneider et al., 2024). Meanwhile, outdoor learning in the Foundation Phase is often inconsistent. Despite being encouraged by policy, factors like staffing shortages, limited funding, and pressure to meet targets can hinder its full implementation (Taylor et al., 2015; Welsh Government, 2014).
Section 2
Children’s development is not a linear process, they are individuals who are resilient, capable and confident individuals, who care constantly learn and develop (Worcestershire County Council, n.d). Development depends on every unique child having opportunities to interact with enabling environments, positive relationships that foster and encourage engagement and celebrates their strengths. (Birth to 5 Matters, n.d.; Grenier, 2025). Both the Foundation Phase and the Reggio Emilia Approach recognises the unique child concept (Department of Education, 2024; Reggio Children, 2022). However, they approach it differently, particularly, in the way they assess the children’s progress and interpret developmental expectations.
The Foundation Phase is structured around seven key areas of learning, using the integration of indoor and outdoor learning allowing children to be able to develop, create and explore communication and numeracy skills. Though this child centred approach, learning through play is encouraged, fostering self-motivation, independence, confidence and problem-solving skills (Welsh Government, 2019). The assessment method for the Foundation Phase consist of observations of children across the indoor and outdoor environments that will assess the children’s developmental progress (Welsh Government, 2017). Formative assessments enable practitioners to track children’s skill development, whilst summative assessment tool creates a baseline to measure outcomes at different key stages (Welsh Government, 2022a). The use of structured observation helps practitioners to understand children’s individual learning styles and plan next steps ensuring that assessments capture children’s independent ability across different activities (Welsh Government, 2022b). Scoring methods such as baseline assessments, that are completed within the first six weeks of reception, establish a measurable starting point, whilst end-of-phase assessments ensure recorded achievements aligns with expected benchmarks (Department for Education, 2025; Welsh Government, 2022d). Children's progress is categorised using standardised descriptors such as Outcome Levels 1 to 6, providing a structured framework for tracking development (Welsh Government, 2022d). Parents and carers are encouraged to contribute their insights, promoting a holistic approach to assessment, supporting, individualised learning that enables practitioners to tailor educational experiences based on each child’s unique progression (Welsh Government, 2017; Welsh Government 2022b). Observation are an important process in the Foundation Phase, helping practitioners track children’s development, engagement, and learning preferences (Welsh Government, 2008; Department for Education, 2023). Observations and assessments should be integrated into the school’s daily routines and used to inform planning rather than being a standalone assessment (Bristol Early Years, 2023). Observations will naturally occur during activities and interactions throughout the day, providing practitioners the opportunity to respond to children’s interests and learning styles (Waltham Forest Council, 2025). Practitioners can conduct planned or spontaneous observations, using various documentation methods such as notebooks, sticky notes, and digital tools (Welsh Government, 2008). Effective observations should not involve excessive paperwork or require prolonged breaks from interactions, they should focus on promoting successful learning and development (Birth to Five Matters, 2025). Effective observations should involve practitioners listening to children, reflecting on their engagement with peers, adults, and the environment (West Sussex County Council, 2025). The methods of observation and assessments within the Foundation Phase has faced some criticism, particularly around their subjectivity and inconsistency (Morgan et al., 2022; De Van Phung and Michell, 2022). This is due to assessments heavily relying on teacher judgements and there can be variations between practitioners, this can make it difficult to compare the children’s outcomes across settings (Jones, 2023). The process can also be time-consuming, giving practitioners a heavy workload and reduces the time they spend with the children (Welsh Government, 2022c; Hulme et al., 2024). The lack of standardisation weakens accountability and makes the national tracking of children’s progress challenging (Huber and Skedsmo, 2017). In addition to this not all practitioners receive consistent training in effective observation, affecting the reliability of assessments (Zepeda and Jimenez, 2019). By placing emphasis on collecting detailed evidence often leads to documentation burdening practitioners, a tick box system can overshadow the meaningful learning experience of the children (Department for Education, 2018). Furthermore, there is limited involvement of the children and parents in the assessment process, with some concerns that the demands of assessments may move the focus away from the child-led play based learning that the Foundation Phase is designed to promote (Taylor et al., 2015; Sarsale-M et al., 2015).
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