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Introduction
The early years are widely recognised as a critical period for laying the foundations of lifelong learning, well-being, and citizenship (Welsh Government, 2022). In Wales, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings (CFNMS) provides a framework for early childhood education, aligned with the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. Central to the CFNMS are the three Enablers: Enabling Adults, Engaging Experiences, and Effective Environments. These enablers represent the essential conditions for high-quality pedagogy, supporting the holistic development of young children across a range of interconnected domains (Welsh Government, 2022).

This assignment critically examines the work of Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852), whose educational philosophy has significantly influenced early childhood pedagogy, particularly in relation to play, nature-based learning, and the role of adults in supporting development. Froebel is best known as the founder of the kindergarten and as a pioneer of child-centred, play-based learning. He conceptualised education as a process of unfolding, where the child develops in harmony with self, others, and the natural world. This vision continues to resonate with contemporary approaches to holistic and relational pedagogy (Tovey, 2016; Bruce, 2012).

Tovey and Bruce both emphasise the enduring relevance of Froebel’s principles, which are reflected in the CFNMS through its focus on respectful adult-child relationships, experiential play, and thoughtfully designed learning environments. Froebel’s philosophy provides both inspiration and challenge for early years practitioners in Wales, prompting critical reflection on how historical theories can be 

meaningfully applied within modern educational contexts shaped by evolving policy, culture, and practice (Tovey, 2017).

This assignment begins with a critical overview of Froebel’s approach, outlining key concepts such as unity and connectedness, symbolic play, the gifts and occupations, and the significance of nature in early learning. It then explores how Froebel’s philosophy aligns with each of the three Enablers within the CFNMS and considers both the opportunities Froebelian practice presents for delivering the curriculum effectively, and the potential barriers, such as funding limitations, tensions between policy and practice, and the professional status of play-based pedagogy.

In doing so, this assignment argues that Froebel’s ideas are not historical artefacts, but enduring principles that continue to enrich early years education in Wales.

Section 2: Overview of Froebel’s Approach
Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) is widely recognised as a foundational figure in early childhood education. Best known as the founder of the kindergarten, Froebel reconceptualised childhood as a valuable phase of life, rather than merely a preparation for adulthood. He promoted a holistic vision of education in which play, nature, creativity, and human connection were central to children’s learning and development (Froebel Trust, 2022). Although radical in his time, many of Froebel’s principles underpin contemporary early years pedagogy, including within the Welsh Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings (Tovey, 2017).


At the centre of Froebelian pedagogy lies a belief in unity and connectedness. Froebel argued that all aspects of life are interrelated and that children, as whole beings, learn in integrated ways, emotionally, socially, physically, spiritually, and intellectually (Froebel Trust, 2022). He rejected the fragmentation of knowledge into discrete subjects, favouring learning that emerges from meaningful connections shaped by experience, reflection, and relationships (Bruce, 2015). This perspective aligns closely with today’s holistic approaches, which promote development across all domains.

Froebel also viewed each child as a unique, autonomous learner. He advocated for starting with children’s capabilities rather than their deficits, believing they are intrinsically motivated to make sense of the world through self-directed, purposeful activity. Froebelian educators are therefore encouraged to respect children’s agency while offering “freedom with guidance”, a balance between autonomy and sensitive adult support (Tovey, 2017). This notion continues to shape modern child-centred practice.

Central to Froebel’s philosophy was the intrinsic value of childhood itself. He believed that learning begins at birth and that early experiences are significant, not merely preparatory for future academic success. As Bruce (2015) affirms, education in the Froebelian tradition is rooted in the present, honouring the richness of the early years.



Relationships were foundational to Froebel’s vision. He claimed that children develop within a network of relationships, with themselves, caregivers, educators, and the wider community (Ryan, 2025).  Emotionally secure environments, where children feel respected and valued, were considered essential for learning. Froebel also emphasised the importance of adults being attuned to children’s emotional needs, an ethos reflected in contemporary attachment-informed and person-centred practices (Elfer, 2022).

Play held a central place in Froebel’s pedagogy. He famously described it as “the highest expression of human development in childhood.” Through symbolic play, children explore their inner worlds, express feelings, and build understanding (Early Education, 2021). Froebel regarded play as a synthesis of thought, emotion, imagination, and action. His emphasis on child-led, imaginative play supported by responsive adults remains essential to high-quality early years education today (Bruce, 2023; Zosh et al., 2017).

Froebel’s “gifts and occupations” provided a tangible expression of his philosophy of hands-on, exploratory learning. The “gifts”, wooden blocks, spheres, and other geometric shapes were designed to help children investigate form, pattern, and transformation. The “occupations”, such as sewing, paper folding, clay modelling, and drawing extended learning into creative and practical tasks (Tovey, 2017). 
These materials encouraged fine motor skills, symbolic thought, and aesthetic development. While the terminology may have evolved, the educational principles continue today in the use of loose parts, natural materials, and sensory-rich environments.

Nature and outdoor learning were also integral to Froebel’s approach. Influenced by his own childhood experiences in nature, Froebel saw close engagement with the natural world as essential for intellectual and spiritual development (Froebel Trust, 2022). Activities like gardening and seasonal exploration were used to teach children about life cycles, interdependence, and sustainability (Tovey, 2022). The “child’s garden,” both literal and metaphorical, was central to his educational vision and closely resembles the modern emphasis on environmental and outdoor learning practices.

Observation was another core element of Froebelian pedagogy. He urged educators to observe not solely to assess but to understand children’s interests, motivations, and needs (Louis, 2022). For Froebel, observation was a reflective and relational stance rooted in curiosity and respect. This view continues to underpin contemporary observation-based planning and responsive teaching.

Froebel’s view of the adult’s role was equally forward-thinking. He did not see educators as mere instructors but as nurturing, knowledgeable guides who co-construct learning through enriched environments and meaningful interaction (Tovey, 2017). He stressed the importance of professional knowledge, emotional sensitivity, and the ability to balance structure with freedom.



In addition, Froebel contributed substantially to ideas around self-discipline and moral development. He believed that children are innately inclined towards positive action and that adults should support their development of empathy, responsibility, and ethical awareness (Bowlby, 2016). Instead of relying on external rewards or punishments, Froebelian practice encourages reflective dialogue, helping children understand their behaviour and make thoughtful choices. These values are increasingly reflected in modern approaches to social-emotional and moral learning.

Although developed in the 19th century, Froebel’s ideas remain highly relevant in the 21st century. His principles provide a robust theoretical foundation for promoting children’s learning, well-being, and rights, particularly in relation to the CFNMS, which promotes child agency, relational pedagogy, and experiential learning. The following sections will explore how Froebel’s philosophy aligns with and supports the delivery of the CFNMS through its three Enablers: Enabling Adults, Engaging Experiences, and Effective Environments.

Section 3a: Froebel and Enabling Adults
The Enabling Adults enabler within the CFNMS highlights the vital role of adults in creating nurturing, stimulating, and responsive environments where children can thrive. In this vision, adults are facilitators, co-learners, and reflective practitioners attuned to children’s needs, interests, and rights (Welsh Government, 2022). This idea of the adult’s role closely aligns with Froebel’s understanding of early years educators, which emphasises the importance of relationships, observation, guidance, and principled, reflective practice (Tovey, 2017).

Froebel regarded the adult-child relationship as central to the learning process. He believed that children should be surrounded by affectionate, responsive adults who offer emotional security, freedom to explore, and sensitive support (Adams & Short, 2025). Rather than controlling children’s actions, Froebelian educators provide what he described as “freedom with guidance”, a balanced approach in which children lead their learning while being gently supported by knowledgeable adults. This echoes the CFNMS’s emphasis on preserving children’s agency while ensuring that adults scaffold learning through intentional and responsive interactions.

A key element of Froebelian pedagogy is the importance of observation as a professional skill. Froebel argued that practitioners must observe attentively to understand each child’s unique capabilities, interests, and developmental stage (Louis, 2022). This knowledge allows educators to plan support that builds on children’s strengths and emerging understandings. Similarly, the CFNMS expects adults to be reflective and intentional in their practice, planning from children’s ideas rather than imposing pre-determined, adult-led outcomes.

Bruce (2015) expands on this by suggesting that Froebelian educators must operate through multiple lenses, seeing not only what children are doing, but interpreting what these actions reveal about their thoughts, feelings, and motivations. This approach demands more than technical competence; it requires empathy, relational depth, and a holistic understanding of the child. These are the same qualities valued in the CFNMS, which calls for warm, respectful adult-child relationships that promote well-being and a sense of belonging (Welsh Government, 2022).

Froebel also recognised that adults must be lifelong learners. He advocated for well-educated practitioners who engage in ongoing reflection and professional growth. Froebel believed that a deep understanding of child development, pedagogy, and the value of play was essential for effective teaching (Ryan, 2025). This vision is strongly reflected in the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care Plan (Welsh Government, 2023), which champions a skilled, confident workforce capable of delivering high-quality early education within the CFNMS framework.

In practical terms, Froebel’s approach offers several key opportunities for implementing the CFNMS. It reinforces the idea that high-quality education is built on strong adult-child relationships; it provides a principled foundation for professional practice rooted in observation, emotional attunement, and respect for the child’s agency; and it supports the development of inclusive and culturally responsive pedagogy by encouraging adults to recognise and value each child’s unique background, identity, and capabilities (Tovey, 2017).

However, barriers to fully realising Froebel’s vision remain. Structural constraints such as limited funding, high staff turnover, and workforce shortages can restrict opportunities for practitioners to engage in sustained observation, reflection, or professional development. These conditions may lead to reactive or compliance-based practice, rather than relational, intentional pedagogy. Additionally, ongoing pressures around school readiness and measurable outcomes may push adults towards more directive teaching approaches, thereby reducing children’s autonomy and limiting the scope for child-led exploration—an approach at odds with Froebelian values (Roberts-Holmes, 2021).

Despite ongoing challenges, Froebel’s view of the adult as a relational guide offers a meaningful alternative to rigid, outcome-driven models of education. His approach continues to enrich early years practice in Wales by promoting emotionally secure, respectful, and collaborative learning environments.
Section 3b: Froebel and Engaging Experiences

The Engaging Experiences enabler within the CFNMS recognises that children learn best through active, meaningful experiences that stimulate curiosity, imagination, and critical thinking. The curriculum highlights the importance of open-ended, play-based learning that nurtures creativity, problem-solving, and expression across all developmental domains (Welsh Government, 2022). These principles strongly reflect Froebel’s educational philosophy, which places experience at the centre of learning and identifies play as the most powerful medium through which children make sense of the world.

Froebel emphasised that children are not passive recipients of knowledge but active constructors of understanding. He introduced the concept of “self-activity” to describe the intrinsic motivation and hands-on nature of authentic learning. For Froebel, meaningful activity engages the whole child - mind, body, and spirit. This holistic perspective aligns closely with the CFNMS’s view of learning as integrated, where emotional, cognitive, social, and physical development occur simultaneously.


A defining feature of Froebel’s pedagogy is his belief in the centrality of play (Froebel Trust, 2020). He described play as “the highest expression of human development in childhood,” through which children explore thoughts and emotions, test ideas, and construct symbolic understanding (Tegrootenhuis, 2021). In Froebelian terms, play is not merely recreational; it is purposeful, internally driven, and rich in emotional and intellectual meaning. This vision is echoed in the CFNMS’s emphasis on valuing children’s ideas, giving them space and time to explore, and promoting sustained, child-initiated learning.

Froebel’s gifts and occupations provide a tangible expression of his belief in experiential learning. The gifts, including wooden balls, cubes, and building blocks, help children explore form, pattern, and transformation. The occupations, creative tasks such as weaving, paper folding, drawing, and clay modelling extend these experiences through hands-on engagement (Froebel Trust, 2020). These materials are open-ended and deeply sensory, enabling children to express emotions, represent ideas, and connect with their surroundings. While contemporary terminology may differ, the educational principles underpinning Froebel’s materials remain visible in the use of loose parts, heuristic play, and arts-based learning.

A key element of Froebel’s approach was ensuring that experiences were developmentally appropriate and responsive to the individual child. He stressed the importance of practitioners observing children closely, understanding their interests and needs, and adapting provision accordingly. This aligns with the CFNMS’s 


commitment to tailoring learning experiences to support each child’s progression, considering their unique backgrounds, cultures, and developmental stages.

Music, movement, storytelling, and song were also integral to Froebelian practice. His “Mother Songs” represent one of the earliest structured attempts to link rhythm, language development, and shared experience. These traditions continue in modern early years settings through finger rhymes, action songs, circle time, and storytelling approaches that foster engagement, communication, and emotional connection (Rigby, 2025).

One of the most progressive aspects of Froebel’s thinking, particularly for the 19th century, was his insistence that learning experiences must not be rushed. He argued that children need time to revisit, refine, and return to materials and ideas, rather than being hurried through an adult-led timetable (Green and Clark, 2024). This focus on depth over coverage aligns with the CFNMS’s emphasis on sustained, meaningful learning rather than rapid progress through prescribed outcomes.

However, implementing Froebelian principles in practice is not without challenges. Many early years settings face pressures from school readiness agendas, assessment frameworks, and adult-led planning structures, which can limit the flexibility and depth of children’s learning (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). Additionally, time constraints, high child-to-staff ratios, and a lack of training in Froebelian pedagogy may further restrict practitioners’ ability to deliver truly engaging, child-led experiences.

Froebel’s philosophy remains highly relevant today, offering a powerful way to deliver the CFNMS’s vision by supporting joyful, meaningful, and child-led learning through play and creativity.

Section 3c: Froebel and Effective Environments
The Effective Environments enabler within the CFNMS recognises that the learning environment is more than a physical space, it is a pedagogical tool that shapes children’s experiences, relationships, and development (Welsh Government, 2022).
The CFNMS emphasises both indoor and outdoor spaces that are safe, inclusive, emotionally nurturing, and rich in opportunities for exploration and discovery. 

Froebel’s philosophy similarly positions the environment as a fundamental element of holistic education and a key influence on children’s growth and well-being.
Froebel believed that children thrive in environments characterised by beauty, order, and harmony. He maintained that such spaces should avoid overstimulation and instead offer calm, intentional settings filled with natural materials, meaningful provocations, and opportunities for both independent and collaborative learning (Bruce, 2015). In Froebelian pedagogy, the physical environment reflects the values and intentions of the adults who design it. Environments, therefore, communicate respect for children, inviting them to engage deeply, make choices, and construct meaning (Adams and Short, 2025).

Nature held a central role in Froebel’s vision of an effective learning environment. Having spent much of his own childhood immersed in nature, he viewed outdoor experiences not as optional extras but as essential to children’s physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual development. The kindergarten, literally “children’s garden”, was conceived as a place where children could interact with and care for the natural world daily. Froebelian settings often included opportunities for gardening and environmental exploration, fostering children’s understanding of interdependence, life cycles, and stewardship. This deep ecological connection remains highly relevant considering contemporary concerns about climate change, sustainability, and biodiversity (Davis, 2010).

The CFNMS also promotes environments that support sustainability and nurture children’s sense of Cynefin, a Welsh concept referring to belonging, rootedness, and connection to place, community, and culture (Adams, 2024). Froebelian practice supports this through the creation of warm, emotionally responsive spaces where children feel safe, valued, and connected. These environments are shaped not only by the arrangement of space and materials but also by the tone, presence, and interactions of the adults within them (Ryan, 2025). As Froebel observed, “the people we meet, the environment and atmosphere are as important as what we learn.”

Froebelian environments also embody the principle of freedom with guidance. They are intentionally designed to offer children autonomy within supportive boundaries. Open-ended resources such as blocks, clay, natural objects, fabrics, and tools enable rich, creative exploration. These materials, modern equivalents of Froebel’s gifts and occupations, are chosen not to enforce specific outcomes but to provoke inquiry, support symbolic thinking, and promote deep engagement. In this way, the environment becomes a “third teacher,” co-constructing learning alongside the child and adult, echoing the principles of the Reggio Emilia approach (LeBlanc, 2012).

Implementing Froebel’s vision of effective environments is challenging due to limited space, funding, and growing accountability pressures that can restrict children’s freedom to explore and play outdoors. However, Froebel’s focus on observation, responsiveness, and using simple, natural resources helps practitioners create meaningful, engaging spaces with what they have. His approach remains highly relevant, supporting the CFNMS vision and wider Welsh policy goals by promoting environments that nurture children’s agency, well-being, and sense of belonging.

Section 4: Critical Analysis – Opportunities and Barriers
Froebel’s philosophy offers a compelling foundation for supporting the implementation of the CFNMS, particularly through its alignment with the three Enablers. However, like any pedagogical approach, applying Froebelian principles in modern Welsh contexts presents both significant opportunities and practical barriers. This section critically explores those dynamics within the wider educational and policy landscape.

A major opportunity lies in the philosophical alignment between Froebelian thinking and Wales’s progressive early years policy frameworks. The CFNMS, Curriculum for Wales (2022), and the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care Plan all advocate for a child-centred, holistic model of learning. These frameworks emphasise well-being, agency, and experiential learning, values that strongly mirror Froebel’s ideas of self-activity, relational pedagogy, and play as a primary mode of learning. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 reinforces this synergy by encouraging long-term, sustainable, and inclusive practices that align with Froebel’s emphasis on connected, lifelong learning.

Additionally, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), particularly Articles 12 and 3, supports Froebel’s belief in the intrinsic value of childhood, the right to play, and the importance of listening to children’s voices (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2019). This legal and rights-based foundation offers a solid framework for embedding Froebelian values in early years practice across Wales.

There is also increasing enthusiasm among practitioners for approaches that value children’s autonomy and learning through play. Professional development initiatives, such as those delivered by the Froebel Trust, have renewed interest in Froebel’s pedagogical legacy across the UK. Many early years professionals resonate with his concept of “freedom with guidance,” which offers a clear model for balancing child-led learning with sensitive adult support. His emphasis on symbolism, creativity, and emotional literacy provides a principled and practical alternative to more rigid educational models.

Yet despite these strengths, notable barriers persist. One of the most pressing challenges is the tension between Froebelian pedagogy and the demands for accountability, particularly in relation to school readiness and measurable outcomes. Although the CFNMS encourages developmental and process-based learning, many settings still face pressures to prepare children for formal education. This can lead to a narrowing of the curriculum and reduced opportunities for deep, open-ended play, undermining Froebel’s belief in play as a foundation for symbolic thinking, imagination, and emotional development (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016).

These tensions are experienced directly in our own nursery. While we are committed to a relational, child-centred philosophy grounded in Froebel’s principles, we often feel compelled to compromise under the weight of external scrutiny. Estyn inspections and local authority audits frequently rely on tools such as ITERS and ECERS, which tend to favour observable, standardised elements of provision. While such frameworks can be useful, they often overlook the subtleties of relationship-based pedagogy and deep engagement.

Additionally, government-funded initiatives such as Flying Start and Funded Early Education require us to measure children’s progress using deficit-based assessment models like Wellcomm and Teacher Talking. These assessments focus on identifying what children cannot do, which runs counter to Froebel’s emphasis on recognising strengths and supporting children’s current capabilities. As a result, we often find ourselves dipping in and out of our ideal philosophy, creating inconsistency and a sense of conflict. This fragmentation not only affects the quality of provision but can be demoralising for practitioners who value relational, reflective, and child-led approaches.

Financial constraints further complicate matters. Froebelian environments, rich in natural materials, open-ended resources, and outdoor learning, require sustained investment. However, many non-maintained settings in Wales operate on limited budgets, affecting their ability to provide the high-quality environments Froebel envisioned. These funding issues also impact staff-to-child ratios, training opportunities, and the time needed for careful observation and reflective planning, all essential aspects of enabling adults in a Froebelian framework.

The policy-practice gap remains a key obstacle. While Welsh Government documents promote an ambitious, values-based vision for early childhood education, translating this into practice can be difficult without adequate support. For example, Froebel’s idea of self-discipline, which relies on internal motivation and reflective dialogue, calls for deep understanding of emotional development and responsive behaviour guidance. Yet in many settings, traditional behaviour management techniques, based on rewards and sanctions, still dominate, limiting opportunities for fostering ethical reasoning and autonomy.

Cultural and contextual adaptation is also crucial. While Froebel’s principles are broadly applicable, their effective implementation in Wales must reflect local languages, histories, and communities. Embedding children’s Cynefin, a Welsh concept referring to sense of place and belonging, is essential for creating meaningful learning experiences. A culturally responsive Froebelian approach should also promote the Welsh language and embrace diverse family backgrounds. In this way, Froebel’s philosophy can be reinterpreted as a living, evolving framework suited to the social and cultural fabric of modern Wales.

Despite these barriers, Froebel’s enduring relevance remains clear. His vision of children as whole, capable beings in active relationship with people, nature, and ideas is a powerful counter to outcome-driven models. His pedagogy invites practitioners to prirotise curiosity, care, and critical reflection in their work, creating emotionally secure, inclusive, and meaningful environments for learning.

Encouragingly, momentum is growing to support Froebelian practice within Wales. A forthcoming research project led by Dr Jennifer Clement and Sian Sarwar (2024) will examine how the three Enablers in the Curriculum for Wales can be meaningfully enacted through Froebelian principles. The study involves maintained and non-maintained settings using Froebel’s Gifts and Occupations to support pedagogical documentation and reflective practice. Though findings are yet to be published, this initiative promises to offer vital insights into how Welsh practitioners can more confidently evaluate and articulate their work through a Froebelian lens. It represents a timely and valuable step toward closing the gap between theory, policy, and everyday practice.

To realise the full potential of Froebelian principles in Wales today, practitioners need time, training, and sustained support. Policy must be accompanied by realistic funding, and inspection systems should evolve to value relationship-based pedagogy and the complex processes of learning. Under these conditions, Froebel’s philosophy becomes not just compatible with the CFNMS but a critical and transformative framework for bringing its aspirations to life.
Section 5: Conclusion

Friedrich Froebel’s philosophy continues to offer valuable and enduring insights for early childhood education and care, particularly within the framework of Wales’s Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings. His holistic, relational, and play-based pedagogy aligns closely with the CFNMS Enablers, offering both a philosophical foundation and a practical framework for supporting children’s development and well-being.

This assignment has demonstrated that Froebelian principles are strongly compatible with contemporary Welsh policy priorities, including the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care Plan, and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. These frameworks share Froebel’s commitment to child agency, relational pedagogy, sustainability, and the intrinsic value of early childhood.

However, implementing Froebelian approaches in practice is not without its challenges. Pressures related to school readiness, limited funding, and the persistence of a policy-practice gap can hinder the delivery of truly child-led, play-based learning. Such constraints may limit the ability of practitioners to create the kinds of responsive, nurturing environments that Froebel envisioned.

Despite these barriers, Froebel’s legacy remains a powerful resource for reimagining early years practice in Wales. His vision encourages practitioners to see children as whole, capable, and relational beings, deserving of environments and experiences that support their curiosity, creativity, and emotional growth. With strong professional development, reflective leadership, and a continued commitment to children’s rights, Froebelian principles can be embedded more deeply within the Welsh early years sector.

Looking ahead, investment in Froebel-informed training, practice-based research, and curriculum design could further strengthen the implementation of the CFNMS. In doing so, Wales can continue to lead in developing an early years system that nurtures not only school readiness, but also the joy, resilience, and well-being of every child.
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