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Section 1
Child-Led Play in Welsh Early Years Education: A Critical Comparison of the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales
[bookmark: _Hlk200277625]In Wales, child-led play has played a key role in early education. The Foundation Phase [hereafter FP] (Welsh Government, 2015) and the Curriculum for Wales [hereafter CfW] (Welsh Government, 2022) although similar in both having play at the centre of learning, also have a few differences. The FP began in 2008 and was superseded by the CfW in 2022. 
The FP was developed by the Welsh Government (2015) and took ideas, values and successes from other countries Early Years Curriculums such as Reggio Emilia in Italy and was underpinned by theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky.  It suggested that children learn best through active engagement with their environment, emphasising the importance of play in cognitive and social development (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). The curriculum highlighted seven Areas of Learning, including Personal and Social Development, Language, and Physical Development, all delivered through play-based methods (Welsh Government, 2015).
The CfW, also sees the value of play, but it adopts a broader vision. It is underpinned by the Four Purposes which are: aiming to develop ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. The curriculum emphasises progression, encouraging educators to design learning experiences that build upon prior knowledge and skills (Welsh Government, 2022).‌  Evans (2023) believes that the CfW is the ‘most ambitious’ curriculum that the Welsh Government has created, adding that practitioners now have ownership to create their own curricular which is bespoke to their own setting and the children inside it. An issue with practitioners designing a curriculum is whether all practitioners have the confidence and the knowledge to implement this successfully (Evans, 2023).  Evans (2023) also voiced concern that there could be discrepancies between settings due to individual settings all designing and implementing different practises and learning. 
In the FP, child-led play was central to pedagogy. Children were encouraged to explore their interests, with educators facilitating rather than directing learning. Environments were designed to be rich in resources, both indoors and outdoors, allowing for spontaneous and meaningful play experiences.  Waters (2016) states that the formal approach to learning in education was hindering children’s development and progress which is why the Welsh Government implemented the FP.  The FP still needed formal teaching though due to the standardized testing at the end of the FP, although this was facilitated through focused tasks.  However, Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) believed that formal learning was started too young for some children who were not ready to read or write and that put these children at risk for a negative mind set towards learning.  Pearson (2022) shares this view and adds that other countries such as Finland and Denmark, who have high success rates in education, do not start school until seven and their pedagogy is through play and mostly not in the classroom environment.
The CfW continues to value child-led play, especially in early years settings. However, it places greater emphasis on intentional planning and progression. Educators are expected to observe children's interests and design learning experiences around these, ensuring that play activities contribute to the Four Purposes (Welsh Government, 2023).
Outdoor learning is a key factor of early years education, recognised for its benefits in promoting physical development, wellbeing, problem-solving, and connection to the natural world. Both curriculums include outdoor learning as an important part of pedagogy. Many practitioners support outdoor learning because they believe it helps children grow and learn in a more natural way. This fits well with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which encourages hands-on, child-led experiences. However, there are still some problems with how outdoor learning is planned and delivered.
Outdoor learning was seen as essential, not optional in the FP. The framework required that children have “access to outdoor areas daily,” where play-based, child-led learning could take place (Welsh Government, 2015).
The FP looked at learning through meaningful activities and believed outdoor spaces should be treated as an extension of the classroom, used to support all areas of learning—including literacy, numeracy, and personal development—not just physical activity (Estyn, 2018). Teachers were encouraged to provide open-ended resources outdoors and allow children to explore freely, fostering independence and confidence (Welsh Government, 2015).
Outdoor learning in the FP was underpinned by a belief that children learn best through first-hand experience. For example, a mud kitchen could support early science concepts, while climbing and building structures could develop motor skills and teamwork (Knight, 2020). The practitioner’s role was to observe, scaffold, and extend children’s ideas, rather than direct their learning.
The CfW also values outdoor learning but includes it within a broader educational vision. It is centred around four purposes: to help children become ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. Outdoor learning supports the 4 purposes of the CfW (Welsh Government, 2022). The CfW places a greater emphasis on planning and linking learning activities—indoors and outdoors—to progression steps and specific learning goals. Practitioners must design meaningful outdoor experiences that help children develop across six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), such as Health and Well-being or Science and Technology.
Welsh Government (2023b) reports that since the COVID pandemic, outdoor learning has had a huge impact on the delivery of the use of the outdoors in the CfW and the importance it has on the holistic development of children. Most practitioners understand that outdoor play helps children develop in many ways – physically, emotionally, socially, and mentally. Practitioners know that children learn best when they are active and curious, and the outdoors offers many chances for this kind of learning (Estyn 2024c) but whilst practitioners say they value outdoor learning, it is sometimes treated as separate from “real learning” that happens indoors. This means outdoor time may not always be used as effectively as it could be to support the curriculum. Estyn (2024c) reports that in some schools and settings, outdoor learning is still not planned with the same care as indoor lessons.
In both the FP and the CfW risky play was something that practitioners should support children in developing in order to help children become confident and learn how to keep themselves safe (Welsh Government, 2025).  However, it is reported that many practitioners feel pressure to avoid risk because of health and safety rules or worries about parents complaining (Little, 2020). This can limit the kinds of experiences children have outside.
The CfW went further than the FP in terms of deepening children’s understanding of the world around them (Welsh Government, 2022). The outdoors is used to teach children about nature and the seasons as well as looking at Cynefin, the community and sustainability. 
A big barrier that many settings have faced in both curriculums is the amount of space available to provide high quality outdoor environments (Estyn, 2024d). The Welsh Government (2023b) state that funding is available, although minimal, for settings to improve their outdoor space, however they stated that settings should ask for help from parents and the wider community to work together to achieve this. Allen-Kinross (2025) writes that although money has become available for governments it is not enough to support the curriculum.
Practitioners also state that their confidence and expertise levels have been a barrier to outdoor learning, and they feel unsure of what activities to plan for the outdoors.  Welsh Government (2022) has said that there needs to be more training for outdoor learning for the progression and development of the children.  
[bookmark: _Hlk200458056]Section 2 
Assessment in the Early Years
Early Year Curricula such as The Early Years Foundation Stage – Birth to Five Matters (Early Years Coalition, 2021) refer to each child as a ‘unique child’, recognising that every child is an individual with their own interests, temperament, background, and developmental path.  Additionally, Early Years Coalition (2021) say that a child grows and develops differently from conception and from childhood experiences such as trauma and upbringing (Asmussen et al., 2020). Batcheler, (2024) and Early Years Coalition (2021) both report that connections in the brain form at different times and not all brains develop the same way, therefore meaning we all develop and mature at different times.  
Understanding the concept of the unique child ensures that each child is able to develop at their own pace and in their own way, allowing children to be free to express their interests, cultures, views and language. Recognising children as unique helps create inclusive, supportive, and effective learning environments, where every child feels safe, respected, and motivated to learn. Assessment is used in the CfW to support and challenge children throughout the day making sure the unique child is at the heart of everything and monitoring continuously (Welsh Government, 2022c).   The CfW supports and assesses the unique child education using progression steps, which are to be as a guide to support the development across the Areas of Learning and Experience [hereafter AoLE] (Welsh Government, 2021). These developmental progression steps are used as a guide to gauge where each child is within the age ranges throughout their education.  If there are gaps in the learning, practitioners can implement strategies immediately rather than wait for end of year standardised testing (Welsh Government, 2020b). Although these progression steps are used as a guide for practitioners to gauge their children, these are broad and non-descriptive, Estyn (2023) reported that some practitioners found it difficult to judge where a child was, which caused inconsistencies in the assessment. 
Welsh Government (2020c) believe that schools and their clusters should work together to share information and practice on how they are designing their curriculum to make sure that there is consistency between key stages.  Estyn (2023) report that they have also noticed a discrepancy between settings on how they interpret and use the progression steps and believe that settings need to work together to share information.
Assessment in the Early Years means gathering and interpreting information about their development, learning, behaviours, skills, and needs. The goal of assessment is to understand where a child is in their growth and learning process so that parents, teachers, and other caregivers can support them effectively.  There are different ways to assess a child and the CfW assesses each child to ensure they are getting the support to progress at their own pace (Welsh Government, 2020b).  Department for Education (2024) say that assessing children promptly allows practitioners to see any gaps in learning and put in place support, ensuring each child’s needs are being met.  
Children develop at different rates and in different ways. Knowing the child helps practitioners see a change in behaviours and milestones in context rather than against standards. As noted by Sheridan et al. (2017), understanding the child’s background, culture, and personality ensures assessments are developmentally appropriate and culturally sensitive.  Building a strong relationship with each child fosters trust and emotional security. When children feel safe, they are more likely to engage authentically, giving practitioners a clearer picture of their capabilities (Department for Education, 2021). 
 When practitioners know the child, they are better equipped to involve parents in the assessment process. Pascal and Bertram (2021) argue that parents can help with the assessment, and knowing the child helps bridge home and school understandings of the child’s development.  Welsh Government (2022b) reports on the importance of communicating with the child’s family to help the child progress and to support them at home.  Information on progress must be shared with parents, explaining the assessment methods and the progress of their child.
Assessment for Learning [hereafter AfL] in the Curriculum for Wales, supports the development of the unique child. AfL is integrated into the curriculum as an essential strategy to help learners make progress, rather than measure their attainment (Steele, 2019).  AfL focuses on where learners are, where they need to go, and how best to get there.  
Pearson Languages (2019) says that AfL helps practitioners and the children to monitor and assess progress throughout the school year it is child friendly and motivates them to stay on task.  Brooks et al (2021) reports that historically, feedback was a one-way action where the teachers would mark the children’s work.  AfL is used as a communication tool between teachers and children, which allows children to build a relationship with their teacher and know that they can ask for support (Brooks et al, 2019 and Pearson Languages, 2021).
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development refers to the gap to understanding what learners can do on their own, what they need support with and what they are unable to do.  Dann, (2014) supports this idea and writes that constructive feedback allows the child to learn from their mistakes.  However, Steele (2019) says that feedback must be task-focused, timely, specific, clear and unbiased for it to be purposeful for assessment. Dann (2014) advocates the need to assess the intended outcomes, as this can have a negative effect on the learner.  AfL is used for teachers to gauge where their children are and the ability of each child, giving them advice and skills on what the next steps are to further their learning (Pearson Languages, 2019).  However, Brooks et al (2021) believe that feedback given by practitioners may be misconstrued and the intentions confused between child and practitioner. Additionally, Brooks et al (2021) note that practitioners do not have professional development in the effectiveness of using AfL in their classroom in order to ensure that their feedback has the most impact on the child's achievements.
Nutbrown (2018) emphasises that assessment is not just about measuring progress but understanding how and why a child is learning or struggling.  Additionally, according to Tickell (2015), assessment should inform not only what a child can do but also where they can go next.  Assessment for learning allows the children to have some autonomy into their work and personalises their learning to each individual (Faulty Focus, 2022). AfL allows children to succeed as each child is assessed to their abilities and not compared to anyone else, allowing children to see their achievements, improving wellbeing (Pearson Languages, 2019).
Practitioners need to ensure that AfL is used effectively and not used as a checklist or a tick-box activity.  Creagh et al (2023) say that teachers' workload has increased and using AfL may prove to be overwhelming, ensuring that every child has individual feedback. 
‌Arnold and Willis (2023) report that although AfL is unique to each individual, children who have a neurodiverse condition may face barriers in assessing themselves which could cause have a detrimental effect to their development and wellbeing.
Another way to use AfL is to use peer assessment, which involves the children assessing the work of their peers.  Children are given the criteria, what they are looking for and then they give feedback to their peers (Teachers Institute, 2023).  Involving the children in this process gives them a sense of worth and allows them to critique their own work as well as others (Teach Educator, 2025).  They learn to be constructive, using empathy and to be tactful, not to hurt the feelings of their peers.  Children learn to be unbiased and understand the needs and struggles of their peers.  However, Teach Educator (2025) say that this type of assessment could cause problems with peer relationships.  Children may not mark fairly or be unbiased.  They may not have the ability to give effective feedback, resulting in inconsistent feedback.  It may cause the children to become uncomfortable with assessing their peers, leading to anxiety and self-confidence issues (Teach Educator 2025). 
For practitioners to ensure effective peer assessment through AfL they have to work with the children and train them how to assess properly.  Teach Educator (2025) and Teachers Institute (2023) both believe that through providing the children with training peer assessments can create a positive environment and promote shared thinking and support for each other.  However, there are time restraints in the curriculum that may also have an impact on training the children how to effectively give feedback (Teachers Institute, 2023).
Using AfL in a classroom regularly is an effective and valuable tool for the children to use; they gain confidence in knowing what they must do to succeed, which allows them to become reflective, aware of their strengths and weaknesses and develop independence in their work (Pearson Languages, 2019 and Brooks et al, 2021).

Section 3
[bookmark: _Hlk200360991]Should the Welsh language be mandatory for all Welsh primary schools?

Let’s begin with a brief history of the Welsh language – Brian (2018) and Visit Wales (n.d) both state that the Welsh language is one of the oldest languages in the World, thought to have 600 BC (Visit Wales, n.d). The Welsh language has had many challenges throughout history (Cox, 2015).  In 1536 and 1542, the Act of Unions saw the decrease of Welsh speakers due to it being banned from many institutions such as churches and courts (Institute of Welsh Affairs, 2014).  The Industrial Revolution in the late eighteenth century saw an increase in the population of Wales as people moved to the country to work (Siencyn, 2019)
‌The education system plays an important role in helping the Welsh Government to achieve its aim of one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2024).  All Welsh educational establishments have a mandatory responsibility to not only teach Welsh but also to develop a cultural identity of belonging and create a Welsh language ethos in all areas of school life, inside and outside of the classroom.   Learning about the history and culture of Wales allows the children to make connections to their local community.  Embedding Welsh into everyday school life fosters pride and strengthens ties to the wider Welsh community; this has benefits to all children not just the children who are Welsh or who live in Wales (Jones, Reppa and Reed 2024).   Additionally, Prys and Matthews (2022) state that the Welsh Government's legislation, Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015  (Welsh Government, 2015) focuses on the Welsh language, generating and promoting cultural awareness and a sense of belonging.  Banegas and Roberts (2020) say that if Welsh is not spoken or studied then the history and the culture will be forgotten about.
Working in an educational establishment close to the English border has proved challenging to promote the use of the Welsh language, with some parents questioning the need for their child to learn Welsh. These beliefs are not a new issue, historically, Monmouthshire was one of the counties that did not implement the Welsh language in Education in the report ‘The Place of Welsh and English in the Schools of Wales’ (Ministry of Education,1953). Owens (2022) states that many believe that teaching children who are not Welsh or who do not live in Wales but go to a Welsh educational establishment is a waste of time.  However, there are many advantages of learning Welsh.
Vince (2016) believes that speaking more than one language has health benefits adding that speaking more than one language helps patients to recover from strokes quicker and that it can also delay dementia.  However, De Houwer (2021) and Huang, cited in Baker and Wright (2021), both disagree stating that if children speak two languages, it can cause confusion and impact a part of the brain that can lead to mental health issues.  Devine (2016) also believes that learning a new language can have benefits to your mental health.
Being bilingual strengthens the brain and develops logical thinking skills from the neurons in the brain, making connections that help to form and understand words and sentences (Spence, 2022).  Children find it easier to learn a new language than adults do (Fritz, 2016) which is due to children’s brains storing new language information in the same part of the brain as their mother tongue (Unabel, 2019). Bilingual children have cognitive advantages as they tend to have better problem-solving skills, improved memory, and enhanced multitasking abilities (Welsh Government, 2024).  Learning Welsh helps children in Wales become sharper thinkers and more adaptable learners which is an aim of the Welsh Government in the CfW curriculum (Welsh Government, 2024). Additionally, Devine, (2016) says that bilingual children are better at focusing and are less easily distracted.
‌Being fluent in Welsh can open doors to a range of careers that require or prefer bilingual candidates.  Wales has a growing demand for bilingual professionals, especially in education, healthcare, media, and public services (Office for National Statistics and Welsh Government, 2023).  Nation Cymru (2017) report that someone who can speak Welsh can earn 10% more than a monolingual person. The Welsh Government (2024) has provided funding for trainee teachers to be taught Welsh, although Elizabeth et al (2021) have reported that, due to time restraints, training is sometimes not of a high standard.
Another positive point in learning Welsh is that the CfW has inspired a new beginning for Welsh learners as there is emphasis on children being taught through immersion and not just once a week lesson therefore hearing, seeing and speaking Welsh throughout the curriculum embedding the language patterns and helping them to retain the vocabulary (Gorrara et al, 2019). Elizabeth et al (2021) say that children have better outcomes when they are immersed in the language and this gives them the confidence to use the language.
Children’s well-being can be improved from learning Welsh and from feeling like they belong to somewhere, even if they are not Welsh (Welsh Government, 2020).  Cynefin is installed in the CfW and can foster a stronger sense of cultural belonging among pupils (Jones, Reppa, and Reed, 2024). The Curriculum for Wales 2022 places Welsh language and culture at the heart of learning for all pupils, regardless of background. This works alongside Article 30 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNICEF, 1989), where every child has the right to speak, own and share their culture with others.
Teaching Welsh isn’t just good pedagogy—it’s a statement of belief in the power of language to unite, inspire, and uplift. As educators, we have the opportunity to ignite that spark in every child. In doing so, we’re not only preserving a language—we’re helping shape a confident, bilingual Wales.
‌Being able to converse with someone in a different language can offer social benefits to a child’s development through communication (Vince, 2016b).  Oxford (2019) defines communication as an act of exchanging information.
So, should the Welsh language be mandatory for all Welsh primary schools? In my opinion, yes!  Children are learning a new language that can help them educationally, professionally and personally.  There are many benefits to your health and well-being, and a language is kept alive and strong for future generations.
“The transmission of the Welsh language to the next generation is vital to its survival.”
— Cymraeg 2050: A million Welsh speakers (Welsh Government, 2017)
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