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A Critical Comparison of Play-Based Approaches: The Reggio Emilia Approach and the Foundation Phase in Wales.
Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_KCpzitgp]Play is at the core of early childhood education and is widely recognised as essential for young children’s development and learning (Beckley, 2012). Across the globe, many early years curricula take a play-based approach, but they do so in different ways depending on theoretical influences, values, and cultural contexts. In this section, I will critically compare and contrast two significant play-based approaches: the Reggio Emilia approach, which originated in Italy, and The Foundation Phase in Wales. These curricula reflect different philosophies and priorities, yet both centre play as a primary medium for learning.
Using current research, government guidance, and academic literature, this comparison will analyse their theoretical underpinnings, values, and curriculum implementation. I will also evaluate their strengths and limitations and reflect on how practitioners are supported to deliver each curriculum. This section aims to demonstrate a clear understanding of how play-based approaches are developed, interpreted, and used in practice.

Theoretical Foundations and Values 
Both the Reggio Emilia approach and the Foundation Phase are rooted in play and active learning but draw on different theoretical frameworks and pedagogical traditions. The Reggio Emilia approach is inspired by the work of Vygotsky, Dewey, and Malaguzzi, who emphasised the social nature of learning and the importance of relationships in education (Edwards et al., 2012). It values children as capable, competent learners who construct knowledge through exploration and dialogue with others (McNally & Slutsky, 2017).
In contrast, the Welsh Foundation Phase curriculum is based on the principle of “learning through doing” and is influenced by the developmental theories of Piaget and Bruner (Thomas & Lewis, 2016). It positions children as active participants in their learning and encourages holistic development across seven areas of learning, such as personal and social development, language, and physical well-being (Welsh Government, 2021). The Foundation Phase was developed as a response to traditional, formalised learning approaches that did not align with the needs of young children.
While both approaches share an emphasis on the importance of child-led learning and creativity, Reggio Emilia places more emphasis on aesthetic sensibility, collaborative group work, and documentation as a form of reflection (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). Meanwhile, the Foundation Phase integrates play with structured learning goals linked to assessment and progression frameworks.
Values also differ slightly. Reggio Emilia deeply values community, democracy, and the environment as the "third teacher" (Gandini, 2012), whereas the Foundation Phase is more explicitly concerned with ensuring equity, inclusion, and accessibility for all learners, particularly in a Welsh national context (Taylor et al., 2016).
However, both curricula uphold the rights of the child, align with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and aim to create rich environments that promote exploration, choice, and social interaction (UNICEF, 1989).
Curriculum Structure and Guidance
The Reggio Emilia approach does not follow a set curriculum in the traditional sense. Instead, it adopts a project-based model of learning where topics emerge from the interests of the children (Edwards et al., 2012). Practitioners observe children's play and co-construct learning opportunities alongside them, encouraging long-term projects that are meaningful and relevant. This open-ended and emergent approach requires a high level of professional reflection and collaboration among staff and families (Canning & Reed, 2012).
On the other hand, the Foundation Phase offers a clearly structured curriculum document with defined Areas of Learning and Experience (AOLEs). These areas include Language, Literacy and Communication; Mathematical Development; and Knowledge and Understanding of the World (Welsh Government, 2021). Although still play-based, it provides more explicit learning outcomes and progression steps than Reggio Emilia, supporting consistency and accountability across Welsh early years settings.
A key difference lies in the level of guidance given to practitioners. In Reggio Emilia, teachers act as researchers and co-learners, with considerable autonomy to interpret and implement the approach (Fraser & Gestwicki, 2002). In contrast, the Foundation Phase requires practitioners to adhere to statutory and non-statutory guidance, such as the Curriculum for Wales and Development Matters (DfE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2021). This ensures a degree of standard, which can be both a strength and a limitation.
However, while Reggio Emilia allows for greater creativity and responsiveness, it can be difficult to implement in state-funded settings due to training needs and resource demands (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). The Foundation Phase offers more support materials and professional development opportunities, which can aid practitioners in delivering a play-based curriculum (Kingston & Siraj, 2016).
Additionally, curriculum guidance must strike a balance between structure and flexibility to support diverse learner needs. While frameworks like the Foundation Phase promote child-led, play-based learning (Welsh Government, 2022), they still require practitioners to make intentional curriculum decisions that align with developmental goals. As McLachlan, Fleer, and Edwards (2018) argue, curriculum design should offer clear pedagogical direction while allowing practitioners to adapt to the contextual realities of their setting. This dual emphasis empowers educators to be responsive and reflective, ensuring that curriculum implementation supports progression without undermining the exploratory nature of early childhood play.

Role of the Adult 
In both curricula, adults are viewed as crucial facilitators of learning. In the Reggio Emilia approach, practitioners are co-constructors of knowledge, guiding and extending children’s thinking through dialogue and scaffolding (Fraser & Gestwicki, 2002). They also engage in deep documentation practices, capturing children’s words, ideas, and representations to inform planning and reflection (Edwards et al., 2012).
In the Foundation Phase, the adult’s role is multifaceted, involving observation, assessment, and structured teaching through play (Thomas & Lewis, 2016). Adults are expected to create enabling environments, support children’s next steps, and deliver aspects of the curriculum in ways that are meaningful and engaging. Professional judgement is key, but within the constraints of curricular objectives and assessments (Wainwright et al., 2016).
However, while Reggio practitioners may feel empowered by their autonomy, this can lead to inconsistencies if not grounded in strong pedagogical training (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). In contrast, Foundation Phase practitioners benefit from clearer national expectations but may find their creativity restricted by curriculum goals and assessment pressures (Taylor et al., 2016).
The adult’s role in play-based curricula extends far beyond supervision. Practitioners must adopt the position of co-constructors of knowledge, working alongside children to scaffold learning experiences while being responsive to their cues and interests (Fleer, 2010). In Reggio Emilia settings, adults observe and document learning, which enables deep reflection and supports emergent, child-led planning (Rinaldi, 2006). This contrasts with the more structured approach in some Foundation Phase settings in Wales, where adults may still dominate planning and outcomes due to external pressures of progress tracking and inspection frameworks (Taylor et al., 2016). However, both systems recognise that the adult is instrumental in creating enabling environments where children feel safe, challenged, and respected.
Effective adult engagement in play requires a delicate balance between interaction and observation. As Moyles (2010) argues, practitioners must be attuned to “teachable moments” within play, using sensitive interventions to extend thinking without disrupting the child’s autonomy. This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development, where learning is most effective when adults provide just enough support to stretch a child’s capabilities. In Reggio-inspired practice, the pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi, 2006) reinforces this, emphasising the importance of adults attending to the hundred ways children express themselves and valuing these as legitimate modes of communication.
Research also indicates that adult mindset and emotional availability are critical. Canning (2020) emphasises the concept of “sustained shared thinking” as a vehicle for both cognitive and emotional growth. When practitioners are reflective, emotionally responsive, and actively engaged, they contribute to children's self-regulation, creativity, and sense of identity (Siraj et al., 2015). Importantly, adults must also navigate cultural sensitivities and inclusive practices to ensure that play reflects the backgrounds and needs of all children, reinforcing the need for ongoing training and reflective practice (Trodd, 2013).

Assessment and Documentation 
Assessment in Reggio Emilia is predominantly formative and is embedded in the practice of pedagogical documentation. Documentation is used to make learning visible, inform planning, and engage families in the learning process (Gandini, 2012). It is not about measuring attainment but about understanding children's learning journeys.
In comparison, the Foundation Phase uses both formative and summative assessments, guided by the Foundation Phase Profile and Progression Steps outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). While practitioners are encouraged to use observations to assess children’s development, there is also a focus on meeting expected outcomes.
However, while Reggio's approach offers deep insight into children’s learning, it is time-intensive and may not suit larger classrooms with limited staff (Haslip & Gullo, 2017). The Foundation Phase provides more standard tools, which can help with consistency and progression tracking but may risk reducing assessment to checklist thinking (Cottle & Alexander, 2012).


Conclusion
This critical comparison of the Reggio Emilia approach and the Foundation Phase has highlighted key differences in curriculum structure, theoretical underpinnings, values, and the role of adults. While both promote play-based learning and respect for the child’s voice, they offer different models of how this is implemented in practice. Reggio Emilia fosters creativity and co-construction but requires extensive training and resources. The Foundation Phase offers more structure and guidance, which supports practitioner consistency but may restrict innovation.
[bookmark: _Int_cU2jE3Ys][bookmark: _Int_q8dYmw0b]Ultimately, effective implementation depends on skilled practitioners who can interpret curricula in developmentally appropriate and inclusive ways. A blend of both approaches could support best practice—offering structure where needed while allowing for creativity and child-led exploration. As early years education evolves, understanding these approaches helps ensure that play-based learning remains meaningful, inclusive, and grounded in strong pedagogy.

Critical Evaluation of Assessment Practices in the English Early Years Foundation Stage and the Reggio Emilia Approach
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_plbWA7yp]Curriculum implementation in early years settings requires practitioners not only to understand theoretical frameworks, but also to translate these into responsive pedagogy and assessment practices. In England, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) sets the statutory framework for early education and care for children from birth to five (DfE, 2023). This section critically evaluates how the EYFS is implemented in practice, with a focus on assessment tools, inclusivity, and responsiveness to diverse learner needs. Drawing on comparisons with the Reggio Emilia approach, the discussion explores challenges such as digital assessment, cultural bias in developmental norms, and support for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).
Although I have not worked in a setting, this analysis will draw on research evidence, professional guidance, and policy documentation to critically evaluate implementation processes. By examining the interaction between curriculum intentions, pedagogical strategies, and assessment mechanisms, this section highlights the importance of equity, contextual sensitivity, and practitioner agency in early childhood education.


Assessment Practices in the EYFS and Reggio Emilia
The EYFS emphasizes formative assessment through continuous observation, underpinned by the principle of knowing each child as a unique learner (DfE, 2023). Practitioners are expected to use assessments to inform planning, support individual progress, and identify potential areas of concern. While tools such as the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP) offer standardisation at the end of the reception year, the framework places value on practitioner judgement and child-centred evidence gathering (Brock, 2015).
In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach does not rely on standardised developmental checklists. Instead, it centres pedagogical documentation as a process of understanding and interpreting children's thinking and learning trajectories (Gandini, 2012). This reflective and interpretive form of assessment supports relational pedagogy, engaging families and co-educators in collaborative meaning-making (Rinaldi, 2006).
Although both systems prioritise observation, EYFS practitioners may feel pressure to collect assessment data that aligns with national benchmarks, sometimes at the expense of deeper learning (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). Reggio-inspired assessment is more open-ended, offering a richer insight into children’s learning but posing implementation challenges in larger, time-constrained settings (Haslip & Gullo, 2017).



The Role of Digital Assessment Tools
[bookmark: _Int_4W8nsLRx][bookmark: _Int_RKSHYWZX]In recent years, early years settings in England have increasingly adopted digital assessment tools to support record-keeping, parental engagement, and monitoring of progress (McDowall Clark, 2022). Platforms such as Tapestry or Learning Journals enable practitioners to upload observations, link them to the EYFS outcomes, and share with families in real time.
[bookmark: _Int_WebM3fFu]Proponents argue that these tools streamline documentation, support communication, and reduce administrative burden (Flewitt & Cowan, 2019). However, critics warn of the risk of reducing assessment to “tick-box” tasks, where the process becomes more about compliance than understanding children's learning (Bradbury, 2019). Moreover, digital platforms can create inequalities for families without consistent access to technology or digital literacy (Clark et al., 2022).
In comparison, the Reggio Emilia philosophy maintains a strong focus on analogue forms of documentation—photos, transcripts, drawings—presented in a narrative format that resists quantification (Edwards et al., 2012). This approach foregrounds the interpretive role of the educator and the narrative voice of the child, though it may be less scalable in high-ratio settings.

Furthermore, Reggio Emilia resists normative assessments and instead values children's individual learning journeys, which contrasts with EYFS’s alignment to development checkpoints and national curriculum goals (DfE, 2023; Gandini, 2012). This raises critical questions about cultural bias and inclusivity in assessment practices, especially in settings serving diverse communities (O’Sullivan, 2019). A truly inclusive approach must ensure assessment reflects not only developmental milestones, but also the socio-cultural identities of each child.


Cultural Bias and Developmental Norms
A critical concern in the implementation of any curriculum is the potential for cultural bias embedded in developmental expectations. The EYFS, like many Western curricula, is underpinned by normative developmental models based on Eurocentric research samples (O’Sullivan, 2019). These benchmarks risk marginalising children whose cultural practices, language acquisition, or developmental trajectories do not align with dominant norms.
Reggio Emilia educators resist applying fixed developmental templates to children's learning. Instead, they view development as nonlinear, relational, and embedded in socio-cultural context (Rinaldi, 2006). This philosophical stance encourages educators to interpret learning through a lens of curiosity rather than deficit.
Nonetheless, UK-based EYFS practitioners are often required to assess children against specific age bands (Development Matters; DfE, 2023), which can overlook cultural and linguistic variation. Research by Trodd (2013) and Cottle & Alexander (2012) highlights how this can result in misidentifying bilingual or newly arrived children as underachieving when, in fact, their development is simply progressing along a different path.
A responsive approach, drawing on both EYFS guidance and Reggio values, would require practitioners to challenge these normative assumptions and adopt culturally sustaining pedagogies (Ladson-Billings, 2014).

SEND and Inclusive Implementation
Supporting children with SEND within the EYFS requires careful alignment between curriculum expectations, individual needs, and inclusive pedagogy. The SEND Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015) states that children must have equitable access to learning, and practitioners must provide differentiated strategies.
The EYFS promotes the use of the graduated approach—assess, plan, do, review—to support early identification and intervention (DfE, 2023). However, research indicates that practitioners often struggle with time, training, or confidence to implement this model effectively (Dockrell et al., 2017).
In Reggio Emilia, inclusion is considered a foundational right. All children are viewed as competent, and the environment is intentionally designed to support diverse modes of communication (Vecchi, 2010). The concept of the “hundred languages” encourages multiple forms of expression, enabling children with different abilities to participate fully in learning (Malaguzzi, 1996).
A critical reflection on both approaches suggests that while Reggio offers a more embedded philosophy of inclusion, the EYFS provides a clearer statutory framework—but requires greater practitioner support and resourcing to meet its inclusive ideals (House, 2018).
While the EYFS framework includes statutory guidance on supporting children with SEND through early identification and intervention (Department for Education, 2023), implementation remains inconsistent across settings. Research suggests that even where inclusive policies exist, practitioners often lack the training or confidence to adapt the curriculum effectively for children with complex needs (Dockrell et al., 2017). In contrast, Reggio Emilia's emphasis on individualised learning pathways can offer a more responsive model, although its effectiveness for children with profound or multiple disabilities is less well documented in international contexts (Vecchi, 2010).
Furthermore, inclusion is not solely about access—it involves fostering a sense of belonging and active participation. Studies show that sustained professional reflection and collaboration with families are vital to inclusive practice in both approaches (Kwon, 2020). Encouragingly, blended models that integrate Reggio-inspired values within structured EYFS provisions have shown promise for children with SEND, especially where multidisciplinary teams support adaptive pedagogy (Guldberg et al., 2019).


Conclusion
This section has critically evaluated how early years curricula are implemented in practice, focusing on the English EYFS and drawing comparative insights from Reggio Emilia. While the EYFS provides a robust framework for assessment and inclusion, it can risk prioritising measurable outcomes over deeper learning. Reggio Emilia offers a philosophically rich alternative, but its open-ended nature may challenge implementation in statutory settings.
Key themes such as digital assessment, cultural bias, and SEND illustrate the complexities involved in turning curriculum into lived experience. Effective implementation requires skilled, reflective practitioners who can interpret curriculum guidance critically, adapt to diverse needs, and maintain play as a central mode of learning.
In conclusion, while the EYFS framework provides a structured foundation ensuring developmental milestones and statutory inclusion, the Reggio Emilia approach offers a flexible, child-centred philosophy that values creativity and emergent learning. Integrating strengths from both could address contemporary challenges such as cultural bias and the digitalisation of assessment, promoting more holistic and equitable early years provision. Future practice and policy should prioritise ongoing professional development and collaborative approaches to support diverse learners effectively. Such synthesis fosters not only academic progress but also the social and emotional well-being essential to lifelong learning.

Navigating Curriculum Changes: My Journey with the New Curriculum for Wales
If there’s one thing I’ve learned about education, it’s that change is constant—especially when it comes to curriculum. Right now, early years educators across Wales are adjusting to the brand-new Curriculum for Wales, and honestly, it’s a bit of a rollercoaster.
The new curriculum is pretty exciting. It’s all about putting children at the heart of learning, focusing on four big goals: helping kids become ambitious learners, creative thinkers, ethical citizens, and confident individuals. It’s a big shift from the old Foundation Phase, which was already pretty play-focused but more structured. Now, there’s way more freedom for educators to design learning that fits their kids and their communities.
But here’s the catch: with great freedom comes great responsibility. As someone who hasn’t worked directly in a classroom yet, I can imagine how overwhelming it might be to navigate this balance. You’re encouraged to be creative, but you still have to meet national standards and make sure every child is supported.
[bookmark: _Int_dCmNs95P]One real challenge is the workload. New curriculum means new training, new planning methods, and fresh ways to assess kids. This can get exhausting fast—especially if there’s not enough time or support. Research by Kingston and Siraj (2016) highlights that without good professional development, teachers can feel stretched thin. I can’t help but wonder how many educators are quietly struggling behind the scenes.
The curriculum’s focus on equity and inclusion is a breath of fresh air. It pushes us to rethink how we support children with different needs, including those with SEND. It also encourages us to be mindful of cultural differences and avoid bias in how we measure development. This is huge because it means recognising that kids learn in all sorts of different ways, and that’s okay.
That said, making this inclusive vision real takes work—and it means lots of reflection for practitioners. You have to constantly check your own assumptions and be open to learning. It’s not always easy, but it’s necessary.
Another part I find inspiring is how much the new curriculum encourages teamwork. When educators collaborate and reflect together, it creates a richer learning environment. But realistically, finding time for meaningful conversations can be tough when your day is packed.
From the children’s side of things, the hope is that they’ll experience learning that’s relevant, fun, and empowering. Play is still the cornerstone, which is great because it respects how kids naturally learn. But during this transition period, inconsistency can creep in if educators aren’t yet confident with the new system. It’s a reminder that children’s emotional security must always come first.
[bookmark: _Int_IS0HdP6A]Parents and carers play a huge role here too. Keeping them in the loop—explaining why changes are happening and how they can support learning at home—helps build trust. Unfortunately, this doesn’t always happen as well as it should (Canning & Reed, 2012). Strong home-school partnerships are essential, especially when everyone is navigating something new.
[bookmark: _Int_1fRUMeeJ]One of the biggest practical challenges I’ve read about—and I imagine experienced educators would agree—is balancing the demands of curriculum change with day-to-day classroom realities. When you’re juggling lesson planning, observations, assessments, and the needs of individual children, it can feel like there’s never enough time to fully explore new approaches. The Curriculum for Wales encourages educators to personalise learning, but personalisation takes time: time to get to know each child’s strengths, interests, and needs. Plus, there’s the pressure of paperwork and accountability that doesn’t just vanish because the curriculum has changed. This tension between innovation and administrative demands is real, and it’s something that leaders and policymakers need to continue addressing to ensure practitioners aren’t overwhelmed.
[bookmark: _Int_S2oQ7hKT]Digital assessment and learning tools are increasingly becoming part of the conversation as well. The new curriculum encourages using technology thoughtfully to support children’s learning journeys and communication with families. For example, digital portfolios and apps can help practitioners document play and progress in a way that’s accessible and engaging for parents. However, not every setting has the same access to digital resources, and not all educators feel confident using technology. This digital divide risks creating inequalities that could undermine the curriculum’s commitment to inclusion. I think ongoing training and investment in digital infrastructure will be crucial to making these tools work effectively for everyone involved.
Finally, reflecting on the future, I’m optimistic but realistic. Curriculum change is never just about the document itself—it’s about people and relationships. The success of the Curriculum for Wales depends on how well it’s embraced by educators, supported by leaders, and understood by families. I imagine there will be bumps along the way and times when the ideas meet reality. But I also believe that the emphasis on child-centred, play-based, and inclusive learning is a powerful foundation. If schools can foster environments where educators feel valued, heard, and equipped, children will undoubtedly benefit. Change can be challenging, but with reflection, collaboration, and commitment, this could be a real step forward for early years education in Wales.
[bookmark: _Int_3vAaS4D3]Looking back, I realise adapting to curriculum change isn’t a quick fix. It’s a journey that requires patience, resilience, and lots of learning. Professional development is key—training needs to be practical and ongoing, not just a one-off session (McLachlan, Fleer & Edwards, 2018). Support from mentors and peers makes a massive difference as well.
At the end of the day, making this work comes down to teamwork. Leaders, teachers, families, and kids all have a part to play. If we can work together and embrace change with open minds, I believe we can create learning experiences that truly prepare children for the future—confident, curious, and ready to take on the world.
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