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Compare and contrast two different play-based approaches, you should include a critical analysis of the curricula guidance
Play is widely recognised as a fundamental component of early childhood education, underpinning cognitive, social, emotional and physical development. In Wales, educational reform has centred significantly around child-led, play-based approaches, particularly since the introduction of the Foundation Phase in 2008. More recently, the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) has emerged as a transformative successor, embedding play within a broader framework designed to empower both practitioners and learners (Welsh Government, 2024a). This essay compares and contrasts the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales as two distinct yet philosophically connected play-based approaches. Through critical analysis of curriculum guidance, including the Donaldson Report, independent evaluations, and government frameworks, the essay explores the evolution in pedagogy, assesses implementation challenges, and suggests ways to ensure quality and consistency in practice.
The Foundation Phase (FP) was introduced to unify care and education for children aged 3 to 7 through a play-based, experiential curriculum (Welsh Government, 2008, 2015a). It drew inspiration from international models such as Reggio Emilia and Scandinavian practices, emphasising child-led exploration in seven Areas of Learning. These included personal and social development, language, and physical development, delivered in a holistic and developmentally appropriate way.
Evaluations revealed several strengths. Children were more engaged, autonomous, and motivated through hands-on experiences and continuous provision (WIZERD, 2015). The FP also aligned with the concept of the ‘unique child’, allowing for observation-led assessment and personalised planning (Welsh Government, 2015c).
However, implementation was inconsistent. Siraj and Kingston (2014) found some practitioners reverted to structured, adult-led models due to a lack of confidence or misunderstanding of the play-based ethos. The Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2014) and WIZERD (2015) highlighted variability in provision and a lack of coherent professional development. These issues led to inequities in how effectively the FP was embedded across settings.
The Curriculum for Wales (CfW), introduced in early years settings by 2022 and fully implemented by 2024, was designed as a more integrated and future-focused approach. It responds directly to the critiques of the FP raised in Donaldson’s Successful Futures report (Donaldson, 2015), which called for a curriculum that was developmental, flexible, and reflective of global educational goals.
The CfW is built around four purposes, aiming to develop ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2024a). In early years practice, these purposes are realised through experiential, play-based learning rooted in the six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), such as Health and Well-being and Expressive Arts.
A key strength of the CfW is its flexibility. It allows practitioners to co-construct learning with children, adapting provision based on careful observation and formative assessment (Welsh Government, 2022). Unlike the more segmented FP, the CfW encourages interdisciplinary learning and supports progression rather than fixed attainment benchmarks, reflecting recommendations from OECD (2017).
Both the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales acknowledge the central role of play in learning. However, key differences reflect an evolving educational philosophy in Wales. While the FP focused on structured Areas of Learning and a degree of uniformity, the CfW offers a more adaptive and holistic curriculum structure (Welsh Government, 2024a).
The CfW represents a move away from attainment-focused outcomes toward a progression-based model. This shift addresses concerns raised during the FP era, where performance pressures sometimes overshadowed developmental goals (Macdonald, 2018). With CfW, the emphasis is on understanding how children learn over time through engagement, enquiry, and co-constructed knowledge (Welsh Government, 2024c).
In terms of pedagogy, the FP required practitioners to adopt a more nurturing, responsive role. However, the CfW expands this expectation, encouraging professional autonomy and greater flexibility in planning and delivery (Waters and Payler, 2015). This can empower educators but also presents challenges where training and confidence are lacking.
Assessment has also evolved. FP used the Foundation Phase Outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015c), which were often seen as too structured and at odds with the play-based ethos. The CfW supports formative, observation-based assessment that emphasises progress, aligning with the work of Bell et al. (2002) on effective early years pedagogy.
The Donaldson Report (Successful Futures) provided the foundation for the CfW. It criticised the FP’s inconsistent implementation and called for a more coherent, purpose-led curriculum rooted in child development and practitioner agency (Donaldson, 2015). As a response, the CfW was designed to be both rigorous and flexible, placing trust in educators to adapt practice to context.
The Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2014) highlighted a lack of consistency and professional development pathways. The CfW addresses this by embedding progression steps and offering greater autonomy, though it depends heavily on practitioner interpretation and skill (Welsh Government, 2024b).
OECD (2017) similarly noted that while the FP was a strong start, it required refinement and alignment with broader education reform. The CfW aligns with the OECD’s Education 2030 vision and Starting Strong principles, supporting play, child-centred practice, and professional development (OECD, n.d.).
Despite the strengths of the Curriculum for Wales, implementation has not been without challenges. A major issue is the inconsistency in workforce training. Practitioners require a deep understanding of play, progression, and formative assessment, but many have received limited or outdated training (Kingston and Siraj, 2017). Waters and Payler (2015) argue that sustainable change is only possible through ongoing, collaborative professional learning.
Budget constraints further impede effective implementation. High-quality play environments and training require financial investment, but disparities in funding create uneven provision across settings (Wightwick, 2019). In some areas, resources are inadequate to meet the expectations of the CfW, especially in rural or disadvantaged communities.
Time is also a concern. Adapting to a new curriculum requires space for professional dialogue, planning, and reflection. Many educators feel under pressure to ‘get it right’ quickly, despite the significant learning curve (Macdonald, 2018).
The ongoing separation between care and education in Wales also poses a structural barrier. Macdonald (2018) and Siraj and Kingston (2014) highlight how this divide can prevent cohesive implementation of a developmental, play-based curriculum.
To realise the ambitions of the Curriculum for Wales, strategic investment and support are essential. First, professional development must be prioritised. Training should be context-specific, reflective, and embedded into daily practice, as recommended by Waters and Payler (2015). Practitioners must be supported to understand progression, child development, and the centrality of play.
Second, the Welsh Government should ensure equitable funding for early years settings, enabling all providers to offer quality environments and access up-to-date training (Welsh Government, 2024c). Guidance documents and frameworks, such as the Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (Welsh Government, 2024c), should be used consistently to evaluate and improve practice.
Third, stronger communication is needed between policymakers and practitioners. Curriculum documents must be accessible and supported by practical examples of implementation (Welsh Government, 2024b). Peer-led networks and collaborative planning hubs could also aid consistency and shared understanding.
Finally, engaging families and communities is key to successful implementation. As Robinson (2010) and OECD (n.d.) note, education must reflect the evolving needs of learners and their wider world. Strengthening the home-setting partnership will reinforce the value of play and support holistic development.
In comparing the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales, it is clear that both approaches value play as central to early childhood learning. However, the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) represents a significant and progressive step forward. It builds on the strengths of the Foundation Phase—such as its emphasis on child-led learning and experiential play—while addressing its limitations, particularly the lack of clarity around progression and inconsistent implementation (Wizerd, 2015). The CfW provides a more coherent and flexible framework that centres the child’s development, progression, and individuality, moving away from prescriptive outcomes towards a deeper understanding of how children learn best.
This vision aligns closely with international approaches like Reggio Emilia, where the child is viewed as a capable, curious co-constructor of knowledge. The CfW’s emphasis on voice, autonomy, and creative expression echoes Reggio's "hundred languages of children" philosophy (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012), and supports holistic, integrated learning grounded in real-life experiences. By embedding the four purposes, the CfW promotes equity, critical thinking, well-being, and a sense of identity—key elements in fostering lifelong learners.
Although challenges such as staffing, training, and budget constraints remain (Welsh Government, 2014; Waters & Payler, 2015), the CfW offers greater professional autonomy, encourages reflective pedagogy, and empowers settings to tailor learning to their communities. With sustained investment, collaboration, and reflective practice, the Curriculum for Wales has the potential to become a world-leading model, better preparing children for a rapidly changing world while respecting their right to play, explore, and flourish.


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
The concept of the ‘Unique Child’ is central to early years pedagogy and underpins inclusive, responsive practice in play-based learning environments. According to the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015:4), “Children acquire and develop skills at different rates and must be allowed to develop at their own unique, individual pace.” This approach recognises that each child brings their own culture, abilities, interests, and needs to their learning. Acknowledging this uniqueness is not only an ethical imperative but also a pedagogical one, influencing how assessment, observation, and progress tracking are conducted.
Children’s development is influenced by sociocultural factors, including language, cultural identity, and additional learning needs (ALN). As Bornman et al. (2010) explain, cultural mismatches between assessment tools and a child’s background can compromise validity. Devarakonda (2013) further argues that practitioners often hold superficial understandings of culture, affecting how they interpret children's learning and abilities. It is essential, therefore, that assessment methods in early years are flexible, inclusive, and sensitive to the individual child.
Carol Dweck’s (1991) work on mindset also informs the concept of the unique child, suggesting that children’s beliefs about ability—formed through interaction with their environment—can shape motivation and learning. In early childhood, assessment must therefore aim to nurture confidence and self-efficacy, not label or limit children based on perceived ability (Parekh, 2017).
The Curriculum for Wales 2022 outlines that assessment should contribute to a “holistic picture of the learner – their strengths, the ways in which they learn, and their areas for development” (Welsh Government, 2021). This philosophy moves away from one-off judgements based on standardised milestones and encourages continuous, formative assessment that supports the child’s learning journey.
Assessment is described as an ongoing process that informs next steps in teaching and learning. It should involve noticing children’s interests (observation), analysing their development, and responding appropriately by planning future learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2023). Central to this is the principle of learner voice—engaging with the child’s perspective and supporting them to reflect on their own progress.
The Foundation Phase in Wales is underpinned by a strong commitment to child-centred, play-based learning, and its assessment framework reflects this philosophy. One of its key strengths lies in its emphasis on holistic, observation-based assessment, which aligns closely with developmental and sociocultural theories of learning. Practitioners are encouraged to observe children across different contexts and over time, building a comprehensive picture of each child’s cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development. As outlined in Enabling Pathways (Welsh Government, 2021), this enables educators to respond appropriately to children’s learning needs, interests, and strengths. By avoiding rigid, age-based expectations and instead using developmental pathways, the Foundation Phase supports the concept of the ‘unique child’ and affirms each child’s individual learning journey.
Another significant strength is that this framework encourages child-initiated learning and values process over product. Children are assessed within authentic, meaningful experiences rather than through formalised testing, allowing their voice and agency to be heard in the assessment process. This approach supports children’s wellbeing and motivation, echoing Carol Dweck’s (1991) findings on growth mindset and resilience. Children are less likely to experience anxiety about being ‘judged’ and more likely to take risks and engage deeply with learning when assessments focus on effort and progress rather than ability or comparison.
However, despite these advantages, the Foundation Phase assessment framework is not without its challenges. A key weakness is the potential for subjectivity and inconsistency in observational assessment. Without clear moderation procedures and adequate training, practitioners may interpret children's behaviour differently based on their own beliefs or cultural assumptions (Devarakonda, 2013). For instance, perceptions of what constitutes ‘confidence’ or ‘curiosity’ may vary depending on cultural norms, leading to bias in the recording or interpretation of assessments. Bornman et al. (2010) emphasise that without culturally appropriate adaptations, assessment tools risk being invalid or inequitable for children from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds.
Additionally, the framework can be time-consuming and labour-intensive, requiring detailed documentation, reflection, and planning. In under-resourced settings, high staff-to-child ratios and limited time for staff training and collaboration can compromise the quality and consistency of observations. Furthermore, although the framework supports family engagement, the mechanisms for involving parents—particularly those with lower levels of literacy or limited English/Welsh—may not always be accessible or effective. This limits the potential to build a truly collaborative picture of the child across home and setting contexts.
Seesaw, a digital platform for sharing children’s learning with families, brings a modern, interactive dimension to assessment in early years education. A primary strength of Seesaw is its ability to engage parents in real-time. Parents and carers can view photos, videos, and learning stories uploaded by practitioners, and can respond with comments or encouragement. This ongoing dialogue strengthens the home-setting partnership, which is crucial in recognising and responding to the unique needs of each child (Waters-Davies & MacDonald, 2023). Unlike traditional assessment formats, Seesaw allows for more immediate feedback and two-way communication, fostering a sense of shared responsibility for a child’s learning journey.
Furthermore, Seesaw supports multimodal assessment. Rather than relying solely on written observations or checklists, practitioners can capture children’s learning through video, voice recordings, and images. This is particularly beneficial for children with ALN, EAL (English as an Additional Language), or those who express themselves more effectively through non-verbal means. Such an approach reflects Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasises the importance of tools, language, and interaction in learning. By making learning visible in different formats, Seesaw can promote inclusion and ensure that a wider range of skills and experiences are recognised.
However, Seesaw also presents certain limitations. One concern is the risk of superficiality. The ease with which content can be uploaded may lead to a focus on quantity over quality. Without careful reflection and pedagogical analysis, posts on Seesaw can become a digital scrapbook rather than a tool for deep assessment. For instance, a photo of a child building a tower might show engagement but may lack interpretation of what learning is occurring—such as problem-solving, spatial reasoning, or collaboration—unless practitioners take the time to analyse and annotate meaningfully (Roberts-Holmes, 2012).
Another weakness is the issue of digital inequality. Families without access to reliable internet, smartphones, or familiarity with digital platforms may be excluded from fully engaging with Seesaw. This digital divide can exacerbate existing inequalities, particularly for low-income or marginalised families. Moreover, not all practitioners feel confident using digital tools for assessment, which can result in inconsistency across settings. There is also a potential for performance bias, where children become aware that their actions are being recorded and respond accordingly, potentially undermining the authenticity of their play-based exploration.
Lastly, while Seesaw allows teachers to tag posts to curriculum goals, this process can become overly mechanistic if not supported by a sound understanding of child development. Over-reliance on app-generated ‘progress reports’ may shift the focus away from holistic development to isolated skill tracking, undermining the broader developmental goals of the Curriculum for Wales.

Both methods offer valuable insights into children’s learning but must be applied critically to ensure they uphold the principles of recognising each child as unique.
The Foundation Phase, by prioritising play and holistic development, aligns strongly with theories of sociocultural learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Morton & Guerin, 2017). However, the effectiveness of this approach depends on practitioner competence and reflective practice. In contrast, Seesaw introduces an accessible, digital format that engages families and offers visual records, which can be powerful tools for recognising diverse ways of expressing learning (Waters-Davies & MacDonald, 2023).
Yet, caution is needed. Without robust interpretation and professional judgement, digital tools can reduce assessment to a checklist of skills or moments. As Donaldson (2015) advocates, the goal of assessment in Wales should be to nurture ambitious, capable learners—not to fit children into predetermined boxes.
The use of either method must be informed by culturally responsive pedagogy. For example, assessment language and expectations should reflect the child’s home experiences and values, avoiding assumptions based on dominant cultural norms (Banks, 1994; Schwartz & Unger, 2010).
Assessment in early years education should reflect and respect the individuality of every child. By comparing the Foundation Phase framework and the Seesaw app, it becomes clear that both offer valuable opportunities for observing, understanding, and supporting children’s learning. However, their effectiveness relies on how well practitioners apply them through a lens of inclusion, cultural awareness, and deep understanding of developmental theory. Ultimately, a balanced and critical approach that combines structured frameworks with flexible, real-time tools can best support the unique potential of every child.

Write a blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum changes
Transition in education is often misunderstood as a simple administrative procedure focused on induction activities. However, as Harris (2013) emphasizes in his works such as There is Another Way and Transition, transition must be understood as a complex, developmentally-informed process that supports continuity and wellbeing across educational phases. This essay critically examines the considerations necessary when implementing a play-based curriculum alongside curriculum changes, particularly focusing on the transition from primary to secondary education around the traditional age of 11. It evaluates Harris’ seven-step transition framework, relevant developmental theories such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, and the policy context in Wales to argue that the current transition model is insufficient and requires significant reform.
The neurological development of children around age 11 contradicts the assumption that this is an appropriate time for a major school transition. Research in developmental neuroscience reveals that early adolescence is marked by an underdeveloped prefrontal cortex—the brain area responsible for executive functions—and a relatively heightened limbic system controlling emotional responses (Blakemore, 2018). This imbalance contributes to heightened emotional sensitivity and reduced cognitive control, meaning children at this age face a uniquely challenging internal landscape. Consequently, transitions at this stage can disrupt learning and wellbeing, particularly when the new school environment fails to meet foundational psychological needs. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) argues that children require safety, belonging, and esteem to be fulfilled before they can engage fully in learning, yet transition often threatens these needs by forcing children into unfamiliar, socially complex settings without sufficient emotional support.
Dave Harris’ seven-step model for managing transition offers a comprehensive approach that foregrounds developmentally appropriate practices and collaboration across educational phases. The first step calls for agreement on the long-term aims of education within the local area, aligning with Wales’ Curriculum for Wales, which promotes four learner purposes: ambitious learners, healthy individuals, ethical citizens, and creative contributors (Donaldson, 2015). Establishing a shared vision ensures that transition supports these outcomes rather than merely serving logistical ends.
The second step involves increasing teacher understanding across phases, breaking down professional silos to foster empathy and shared expertise. Early years educators bring nuanced knowledge of child development and emotional needs, while secondary teachers contribute subject specialization; combining these perspectives benefits the learner (Harris, 2013). Third, pupils themselves must be supported to understand their educational journey’s purpose, empowering them to take ownership of their learning trajectories. When learners understand that their education forms a coherent journey rather than a series of disconnected stages, they are more likely to remain engaged and confident.
Fourth, creating opportunities for cross-age learning fosters community and mentorship, reducing the anxiety typically associated with moving to a new school. This can involve joint projects, buddy systems, or shared celebrations. It builds a relational bridge that helps sustain emotional security—key for children entering new environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Fifth, Harris advocates for a cohesive curriculum plan spanning infancy to adulthood, emphasizing the need to view play-based learning as a continuous methodology rather than an early-years novelty. This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales’ focus on rich, experiential learning. Play does not simply disappear in adolescence; rather, it evolves into inquiry, creativity, and real-world application (Wood, 2013).
The sixth step suggests embedding learning experiences across phases into the school calendar, promoting continuity through collaborative projects and shared events. Finally, induction should be a component of the broader transition process, focused on helping the individual child settle within a strong organizational relationship, rather than a standalone procedure. Induction activities should be framed within a broader effort to build trust, emotional resilience, and learner identity.
Embedding play within the curriculum across all phases is crucial for maintaining developmental continuity. Play promotes autonomy, exploration, social interaction, and intrinsic motivation, essential for cognitive and emotional growth beyond early childhood (Taylor et al., 2015). However, as highlighted in the independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase, tensions between play-based philosophy and accountability pressures threaten consistent implementation, especially at transition points when disruption and stress are highest. The erosion of play-based approaches at KS2 and beyond represents a significant barrier to continuity of pedagogy, which can undermine a child’s confidence and curiosity as they move through the system.
Leadership also plays a vital role in ensuring effective transition. Harris (2016) notes in Brave Heads that courageous, principled leadership is required to resist performative pressures and instead prioritise learner wellbeing and relational practices. Leaders must facilitate shared professional development, promote coherence between policy and practice, and support staff in designing a curriculum that meets the emotional and developmental needs of children. The Curriculum for Wales encourages a holistic, play-informed approach, but realising its vision depends on empowered leaders who understand that true transition is relational, not merely procedural.
Policy in Wales has begun to embrace more holistic, child-centred education models through initiatives like the Donaldson Report (2015) and the Curriculum for Wales. Despite this progress, barriers persist. Budgetary constraints limit extended transition programming, and secondary schools’ focus on attainment can deprioritize relational work. Professional isolation between phases further complicates collaboration. It is not enough to reform curricula; the systems and cultures within which they are implemented must also shift. Effective transition is not about fitting children into existing structures, but reshaping those structures around children.
Nonetheless, promising practices exist. Some school clusters have implemented longitudinal transition initiatives, fostering co-designed learning environments that respect children’s developmental needs. Transition teams, pupil voice councils, and continuity-focused planning days are increasingly used to ensure that children feel heard and supported. This resonates with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which emphasizes the importance of context, relationships, and consistent support in development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). When children experience a network of consistent, caring adults who communicate effectively, they are far more likely to thrive during periods of change.
In conclusion, the traditional model of transition—cantered on age 11 induction—is inadequate and potentially harmful given children’s neurological and emotional development. Dave Harris’ seven-step framework offers a thoughtful, research-informed blueprint for redesigning transition as a prolonged, relational process aligned with play-based curricula and modern educational policy. Maslow’s theory reminds us that safety and belonging are preconditions for learning, and that a secure emotional base must be sustained beyond early childhood. Practitioners, leaders, and policymakers must embrace this paradigm shift, prioritizing continuity, wellbeing, and child agency over convenience and tradition. Only then can transition become a true bridge, supporting children’s flourishing as lifelong learners.
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