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I acknowledge the use of Chat GTP.
I used the prompts:
Check for grammar and punctuation 7.6.25
Find me an article critiquing The Reggio Emilia Curriculum 25.5.25
Summarise: Chicken, S (2022) ‘Doing Reggio?’ Exploring the complexity of ‘curriculum’ migration through a comparison of Reggio Emilia, Italy and the EYFS, England. 26.5.25
Which article of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is about education that respects their children’s individuality? 4.6.25
Summarise: Welsh Government (2014) Evaluating the Foundation Phase: Key Findings on Pedagogy and Understanding.  26.5.25
Check for Grammatical and syntactical Mistakes 6.6.25, 7.6.25, 8.6.25
Does this article ‘Investigation of Teacher Education Delivery of Bicultural Education" by Chris J. Jenkin (2016), include information about practitioners building a more holistic deeper understanding of children’s needs and responses in lived experiences? 4.6.25
Summarise Blaiklock, K. (2008). A critique of the use of Learning Stories to assess the learning dispositions of young children. New Zealand Research in Early Childhood Education, 11, 77-87. 6.6.25
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide as evidence.

Section 1: Comparing and contrasting the Foundation phase curriculum and the Reggio Emilia approach.
Overview 
The Foundation Phase Curriculum is a statutory early year’s curriculum introduced in Wales in for children aged 3-7. It marked a shift in focus away from the formal, subject-based structure of the National Curriculum and towards continuous and enhanced play-based provisions that incorporates both indoor and outdoor environments for learning.  The curriculum outlines seven areas of learning based on the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of a Child (Unicef, Nd) and is led by national guidance from the Welsh Government (Welsh Gov, 2015). The role of the practitioner is to be a ‘facilitator of learning’ centred on personal development, progress and engagement in ‘shared sustained thinking’. The curriculum promoted a balance between adult-led activities and structured child-initiated play. The pedagogy is based on developmental awareness and observational assessments aligning with learning outcomes (Waters, 2015). In line with Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development, children are encouraged to learn through hands on experimental activities (Aubrey and Riley 2019).
In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach (2022) is a non-statutory child centred educational philosophy where children are viewed as competent and curious individuals with the ability to lead their own learning rather than directed. Founded by Loris Malaguzzi in 1945 the approach aligns with Vygotsky’s social cultural theory of constructivism (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) and emphasizes that children learn through critical thinking and collaboration. Topics of learning are established through children’s interests and extended through planned next steps informed by observations and documentation. Similar to Dewey’s experimental learning theory (Aubrey and Riley, 2019), the Reggio Emilia approach places strong emphasis on flexible learning through hands on experiences rather than achieving pre-determined academic goals. Formal assessments are not used but instead extensive narrative-based documentation such as, photos transcripts and analysis and in depth observations.
Learning through Play
‘Play’ has been proven to enhanced children’s mental wellbeing, resulting in the introduction of many play-based policies and interventions within education (Mclnnes, et al., 2012). The Foundation Phase was influenced by international research and theoretical frameworks including the Reggio Emilia approach, early years education in Scandinavia the Te Whãriki curriculum and underpinned by constructivist theories and socio-cultural ideas of play in children’s learning (Taylor et al., 2016, p. 301). However, to truly understand play from a child’s perspective, it is essential to view it through the child’s eyes. Mclnnes and Howard (2011) observed that practitioners were increasingly engaging with children through closed questioning and adult led activities, indicating a preference for traditionally structured, work-based tasks over child-led play. Critically, their research also found that children performed significantly better when they perceived their learning as part of their play.
‘Playfulness Learning’ refers to situations in which an adult is present but not directing the activity and allowing the child freedom of choice, often on the floor. In contrast, when the same task carried out as a formal learning activity, with children seated at tables, under adult instruction and without choice, performance declined. Mclnnes (2011) explains that with the latter, the adult’s presence signals to the child that it is no longer time for play. This suggests that when adults are viewed as co-participants in learning, rather than authoritative figures, children are more likely to enter a playful state that enhances learning. Mclnnes (2013) further argues, similarly to the Foundation Phase, that practice should incorporate both child-led and adult-led activities for optimal success. 
Play, as a core principle within early years curricula, has been found to offer many benefits.  The report Evaluating the Foundation Phase: Key Findings on Pedagogy and Understanding (Welsh Gov, 2014) identifies positive effects including improved school attendance, increased levels of engagement and wellbeing during learning and potentially higher achievements in literacy and numeracy. 
The Role of the Adult 
Both the Foundation Phase and the Reggio Emillia approach use play as a key principle for learning however, their interpretation and implementation differ between the two. While the Reggio Emilia approach (Michiana, 2009) views adults as co- researchers in the learning process, actively listening and documenting children’s interests, the role of the adult within the Foundation Phase is to facilitate and guide within structured frameworks (Walter, 2015). For example, a Foundation Phase practitioner may observe children playing in a role play cafe and then plan a structured numeracy activity around counting coins, aligning with the specific learning outcome of mathematics and numeracy outlined in the Seven Areas of Learning. In contrast, when adopting the Reggio Emillia approach, a practitioner observing the same scenario would listen to the children’s conversations, perhaps around discussing and serving cakes, document their interactions and extend learning based on their interests. For instance, introducing a baking area with ingredients to measure and a paper and pen to create new recipes or signs, encouraging social skills, art, language as well as mathematics. While the Foundation Phase values a balance of adult and child contributions to learning experiences, the Reggio Emilia approach focuses on complete child led experiences.
Challenges 
Estyn's thematic report, "Active and Experiential Learning" (2017), observed that some schools struggled to balance child-initiated and adult-led activities, leading schools to continue with formal teaching methods, compromising the ethos of the Foundation Phase, to pass inspections. Similarly, the Welsh Government’s report on ‘‘Evaluating the Foundation Phase: Key Findings on Pedagogy and Understanding” (2014) identified inconsistencies in the implementation of the Foundation Phase curriculum across year groups and schools. Many teachers by year 1, had reverted to more desk-based teaching, with a significant decline in the use of the continuous provision, a core element of the Foundation Phase. The report also highlighted tensions between the pedagogy and the assessment requirements, noting a confusion on aligning a child-led approach with statutory demands. A lack of clear definition and explanation of key terminology and pedagogy concepts further contributed to barriers, underscoring the importance of shared understanding of the meaning and approach of the Foundation Phase for it to be successful. Although, confusing terminology, has been addressed in the Curriculum for Wales with the addition of a glossary in their information. 
Similarly, ‘‘The Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales’’ (2014) also found inconsistencies in teaching methods, attributing them to a lack of understanding of play-based learning among headteachers leading to insufficient support throughout schools. Notably, both documents recommended further training for leaders and head teachers. Highlighting a key issue that when head teachers lack a clear understanding of the pedagogy and core principles of the curriculum and offers weak guidance, it is likely staff will not fully comprehend what is expected of them or implement the approach effectively in their own practice. 
Nevertheless, even when the Foundation Phase has been implemented effectively in the early years, it still presents a challenge as children move up through the school. The document ‘‘Exploring Education Transitions for Pupils Aged 6 to 8 in Wales’’ (2010, P.1), explains the transition into Key Stage 2, with the increased expectation for children to sit at tables for more formal and subject-led tasks, was often too much of a sudden and developmentally difficult shift. Particularly challenging for some children who were used to choosing activities and moving around freely. The question remains however, if the government followed and actioned the advice within the recommendations emphasised in the fore-mentioned evaluation reports, such as recommendation 12 in Evaluating the Foundation Phase, (2014) which suggests specific training to be provided for Key Stage 2 teachers to help with continuity, would there have been as many barriers to implementation? 
According to Chicken (2022) implementing the Reggio Emilia approach in the UK would present significant challenges, particularly due to cultural and structural differences. In the UK prioritisation of standardised and measurable outcomes would limit the time, availability and freedom practitioners would need to facilitate the environment as the third teacher and to support creative, open ended, collaborative exploration. Similarly, the Welsh Government (2014) revealed that due to the curriculum being a ‘statutory’ guidance, teachers often felt pressured to align play with measurable outcomes, especially in preparation for Year 2 National Tests. Combined, these pressures risk undermining the core principles of the Reggio Emilia philosophy by reducing the spontaneity of play and restricting opportunities for genuine child-directed learning.
Furthermore, large class sizes and insufficient funding for adequate staffing in the UK would present a significant barrier to successfully implementing the Reggio Emilia approach (The Guardian, 2024). The approach relies on several practitioners for each class to build strong, responsive relationships and sufficient time to be attentive and intuitive to each child’s personal interests. It also requires time for thorough observations and documentation, which are key components of its pedagogy (Michiana, 2009). However, within UK schools, the emphasis on structured daily routines such as fitting in snack time, breaks, lunch and assemblies would make free flow play difficult to foster consistently.  Moreover, the Reggio Emilia approach is rooted in child-initiated learning. While self-directed play can be highly beneficial for many children, some may struggle to make independent decisions. For example, children with limited imagination, anxiety or additional learning needs may find open ended tasks over whelming (NOS, Nd). This highlights the importance of applying theories such as Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, which emphasises the value of differentiation and the role of scaffolding by a more knowledgeable other to support each learning journey (Ketterer, Nd). With this said however,  the practice of grouping children in UK classes by level of ability undermines this theory, as the children with more knowledge are separated into ‘MAT’ groups preventing them from scaffolding peers. 
Conclusion
Both the Foundation Phase and the Reggio Emilia approach emphasise child-centred play-based learning, but face challenges in practice. Inconsistent implementation and policy pressures limited the Foundation Phase’s potential, while the Reggio approach would struggle in the UK due to structural and cultural differences. Success in both curriculum’s relies on strong and knowledgeable practitioners, adequate support, and a shared understanding of pedagogy.
Section 2: Consider the ‘Unique Child’ and critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula.
The Unique Child 
Every child is unique, and each pattern of progress will look differently for everyone. Inclusive practice not only facilitates individual ways of learning, but also recognises and nurtures their unique personalities, valuing their background and respecting the beliefs and outlooks of their families (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). Building trusting relationships with the whole family and together celebrating the child’s abilities both in school and at home is essential and aligns closely with the Reggio Emillia approach (2022), where parents are seen as partners in education.
The Foundation Stage places the Unique Child at the centre of their principles and promotes equality and diversity (Every Child Matters, 2007). Similarly, to the Reggio Emilia approach who view children as resilient, capable, confident and constantly learning, the Foundation Phase offers effective environments, engaging experiences with open-ended resources that invite curiosity, creativity and opportunity to practice skills in different situations with the freedom to be themselves and take managed risks, appropriate to their learning (Welsh Gov, 2024). Described by Vygotsky as the ‘more knowledgeable other’ (Ketterer, Nd) adults are there to guide and enhance learning through scaffolding, while still allowing space for independent decision making. 
Child centred practice means feeding, not only children’s minds but also their unique spirits. Offering opportunities to explore the ‘Awe and Wonder’ of the world around them through outdoor inquiry-based, hands-on experiences helps develop their sense of inquisitiveness and imagination, while nurturing the essence of their character (Teacher’s TV, 2015).  The Foundation Phase aims to honour all aspects of the unique child by celebrating, respecting, valuing and encouraging what they can do in their own original and authentic way (Welsh Gov, 2015).  
Recognizing the uniqueness of a child is essential when considering assessment methods, progress tracking, and developmental models within play-based curricula. Practitioners must acknowledge that children develop at different rates and adapt learning experiences to suit their individual needs and interests (Teacher’s TV, 2015). Aligning with Article 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, Nd)which states every child's right to education that develops each individual’s personality, abilities and talents. 
Two Assessment Methods – The Foundation Phase Profile and The Te Whaiki Assessment
[bookmark: _Hlk200111210]Assessment is fundamental in supporting children to reach their full potential. It enables practitioners to observe whether a child is excelling and needs challenging or delayed in development and needs support. Assessment should be an ongoing process that is embedded in learning and teaching and not a separate activity (Lee, 2019). The Assessment Arrangements for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (2023) clearly outlines what assessment should and should not involve, providing detailed explanations of how children may present across key areas of development. For example, in line with the Te Whaiki Curriculum, practitioners are encouraged to ‘capture what the child can do’. Within the area of wellbeing and social development this might be that the child can separate confidently from their parents. 
Similarly, the Foundation Phase ‘Profile Skills Ladder’ framework supports practitioners to assess children’s development across several key areas to identify what children ‘can do’ rather then what they ‘cannot do’ using a developmental timeline rather than age specific benchmarks (Welsh Gov, 2017). 
The Te Whariki Curriculum, developed in New Zealand in 1996, embraces the concept of the unique child within its biocultural framework. Notably, the name itself meaning ‘Woven Mat’, symbolises inclusion and unity, acknowledging and valuing all cultural backgrounds (The Education Hub, 2020). Te Whariki was designed to emphasize belonging, communication, wellbeing and lifelong learning, recognising that achieving these goals would require changes not only in pedagogy but also in assessment methods. Rather than relying on checklists that categorise what children can or cannot do, Te Whāriki promotes the use of ‘narrative assessments’ that document children’s experiences, interests, and capabilities (Lee, 2019).
A great strength of the Foundation Phase assessment tool is that it does not rely on formal written tests but instead assessments are carried out by continuous observations during play-based activities (Welsh Gov, 2017). When conducted efficiently observations allows children to remain deeply engaged in their play, without disturbing their natural flow or influencing their behaviour, enabling them to express their authentic selves. This approach helps practitioners to gain a true understanding of each child’s interests, abilities and developmental stage within a secure and familiar environment (Gov UK, 2021). 
However, while the FP Curriculum claims to support holistic development particularly through the ‘Personal and Social Development, Wellbeing and Cultural Diversity’ area, the structure of  the ‘Profile Skills Ladder’ tick box assessment often fails to detect subtle or specific pattens that may be indicative of Additional Learning Needs. A further limitation in identifying learning difficulties is that the terminology is overly broad and vague leading to possibly delays in timely interventions (Welsh Gov, 2022).
Additionally, the assessment framework does not fully consider external influences on development, as highlighted by BronfenBrenner’s Ecological System Theory, which emphasises the impact of multiple environmental layers, including family dynamics and community the FPP does not effectively integrate these wider factors into its model (Welsh Gov, 2017). In contrast the Te Whariki assessments are more fluid and personalised, focusing on long-term observation of how children engage socially, emotionally and physically over time. This allows practitioners to build a more holistic deeper understanding of children’s needs and responses in lived experiences which are particularly valuable when identifying and supporting ALN children (Blaiklock, 2010).
Practitioners using the FPP use their professional judgement to document evidence in ways that best support each child’s learning. Methods include, written notes, photographs, videos, day-to-day interactions, the child’s own view of their learning and input from family members (Standards and Testing Agency, 2020). While Estyn does not stipulate the amount of assessment evidence required, it does emphasise the importance of its accuracy and how schools use the information to support learners progress (Welsh Government, 2015). However, the effectiveness of such assessments can vary depending on practitioners’ interpretation, training and workload which may result in inconsistencies or an incomplete picture of the child, particularly if there is limited time for in-depth observations (Estyn, 2017). The Welsh Governments ‘Research into Assessment Practices in the Foundation Phase’ (2022) found that some practitioners described the profile as too rigid, failing to capture the uniqueness of each child, leading them to modify the tool by breaking it down into smaller steps. Another key barrier identified, was that not all evidence could be captured through natural play, with practitioners having to set up structured tasks, often at desks, in order to assess specific skills, adding time constraints and a potential conflict with the play-based ethos of the Foundation Phase. 
Learning Stories are a key component of assessment in the Te Whariki curriculum. Similar to observational practices in the Foundation Phase, the first stage, ‘Noticing’, involves capturing photos, videos, and interactions. However, it differs in documentation by using narrative observations to describe children’s self-directed play. Aligning with the Reggio Emilia Approach (2022), this includes moments which reveal children’s thinking, creativity, problem solving, emotions and relationships, offering insights into their developmental stages, interests and learning potential. The second section, ‘Recognising’, involves analysing the observation to identify the learning opportunities during the play experience. Within the Te Whariki curriculum, planning is not treated as a separate process but taken directly from the learning story. In the third section, ‘Responding’, practitioners use these insights to plan individualised support for each child to strengthen and expand learning. Similarly to the Curriculum for Wales, the focus is on supporting children to make progress in skills rather than completing stages and moving on (Lee, 2019). In contrast to the Foundation Phase Profile, learning stories are deeply child centred, using words such as ‘I can’ encouraging practitioners to view development from the child’s perspective.
However, for Learning stories to be successful several key factors are essential. Practitioners must have a deep knowledge and understanding of each child, feel confident identifying significant learning moments, have sound knowledge of child development and sufficient time to conduct and document findings (Blaiklock, 2008). In practical terms, especially in classrooms of 30 pupils, it may be unrealistic to expect one or two teaching staff to regularly undertake detailed learning stories for every child throughout the year. As Grenier (2021) argues, practitioners already experience excessive workloads related to tick box assessment’s, making the implementation of more time consuming assessments such as Learning Stories an added stress. 
Conclusion 
The foundation phase offers structure and consistency nationally but lacks flexibility to capture the holistic child. Whereas the Te Whariki approach allows for deeper more personalised insights but is more time consuming and relies heavily on practitioner capabilities. In conclusion, the priority in any assessment must be recognising each child as a unique individual as this element is fundamental to the effectiveness and success of the outcomes.
Section 3: Understanding ‘Routes for Learning’ as Wales’s Additional Learning Needs Curriculum: A practitioner’s perspective. 
As an early year’s practitioner with nine years’ experience in Additional Learning Needs units across South Wales, I have consistently strived to provide the best support I can for children with complex needs. However, despite my dedication and ongoing professional development, I recently encountered the term 'Routes for Learning'. A framework I had not previously come across or implemented in my practice. This realization prompted me to delve deeper into understanding what 'Routes for Learning' entails and why it hasn't been integrated into our local authority's approach. 
What is Routes for Learning?
'Routes for Learning' (2020) is a guidance framework developed by the Welsh Government as part of the curriculum for Wales to support the assessment and planning of learning for children with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD). It focuses on early cognitive and communication development, starting from the earliest stages of learning. For example, practitioners will look for subtle responses to sensory, emotional and social stimuli and record the findings onto the developmental ‘Route Map’ (2020). Based on the child’s position on the map, planned individualised activities are designed to support the next steps in their learning. The aim is to ensure that all children, regardless of their level of ability, are recognised and progress at their own appropriate pace. Practitioners are equipped to identify strengths, areas for development and barriers to learning ensuring children are supported and challenged. This approach aligns with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales (2022) which emphasizes inclusive, learner-centred progress and the duty to cater to the diverse learning needs of all students.
Why is it important for children, practitioners and parents to have an ALN curricula?
ITV Cymru Wales (2024) reported that many parents of children with Additional Learning Needs felt unsupported by local authorities and educational and childcare provisions, with half of the respondents taking their children out of the educational system due to unmet needs. ‘Routes for Learning’ provides’ a person-centred framework which adheres to the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 legislation. However, more than just an assessment tool, it empowers practitioners to see, respect and respond to children who communicate and learn in profoundly different ways. 
For parents it represents inclusion and acceptance, acknowledging that even if their child does not follow typical developmental milestones, there is still a place for them within curricula for their own unique journey. Furthermore, this guidance validates the emotional and practical challenges faced by parents and children and importantly acknowledges that some children, may ‘never’ progress beyond certain cognitive and communicative stages outlined in the ‘Route Map’. This is significant as in some cases parents are unaware or in denial about the complexity of their child’s needs, often harbouring unrealistic expectations which in turn puts a strain on both parents and children’s mental health and wellbeing (Neurolanch, 2024). By providing a clear, visual, and realistic representation of developmental pathways, the ‘Routes for Learning’ framework helps manage expectations and supports a broader understanding of what progress looks like for each child as a unique individual. 
Why is it not being Implemented in all Provisions? 
Although not all ALN units support individuals with PLMD, many such as my own do support a largely diverse cohort of children, all working at varying levels of ability. Admittedly, some require interventions beyond the developmental ‘Themes’ outlined in ‘Routes for Learning’ who access the ABLLS scheme (Autism-Talk, 2024) however, others would directly benefit from its structural and sensory based approach. The importance of ensuring all children, regardless of need, have access to a meaningful curriculum extends beyond legal obligation. It addresses the emotional wellbeing of both families and practitioners who share a common goal to see children treated with dignity and offered equal educational opportunities (Welsh Gov, 2018). Furthermore it is a matter of recognition, belonging and opportunities for quality well informed educational placements (ITV, 2024). 
However, there are significant challenges to implementing curricula consistently across settings, for instance, insufficient time allocated for training and uncompetitive wages to retain staff. A key barrier, experienced in practice, is the issue of overcrowded classrooms and conflicting pupil needs (Estyn Report, P.3, 2022). In many units’ adult-to-child ratios are insufficient and do not reflect the care needed to cope with the complexities of the individuals in the class, particularly those who display behaviours that challenge. Instead of being based on need, staffing ratios are often determined by local authorities, using one single factor; ‘filling a space’, rather than accurately assessing the unique needs and abilities of each child and risk assessing their behaviours to predetermine the effect it will have on staff and the other children. When the classroom contains too many children with widely differing sensory and regulatory needs, the environment becomes overstimulating and even distressing, making it difficult for children to engage in focused tasks. For example, children with significant sensory processing difficulties, may cry out, scream or shout. In the same room children who are hypersensitive to sound become overwhelmed, triggering them to react with physical outbursts targeted at peers. As these needs work against each other in one confined space, practitioners are regularly forced to divert their attention away from intended activities in order to manage behaviours and maintain safety. 
 Next Steps- Final Thoughts
Although it is commendable that the Welsh government produce legislation and curriculum policy aimed to benefit the lives of children, families and staff. Without adequate environmental conditions and sufficient time to implement training knowledge, practitioners are left feeling ‘set up to fail’, resulting in stress, poor mental health and a high staff turnover. 
Looking ahead, future investment must be allocated to expanding and improving physical learning environments. This would enable smaller class sizes and allow for children to be grouped more efficiently according to individual needs to ensure safer, more targeted support and teaching. According to data by the Disability Living Allowance (O’Brian, 2024), the number of children entering education with complex needs has increased by 43% since 2018. Therefore, change must be actioned now to ensure these children receive the specialised care and opportunities they deserve equal to their mainstream peers and to align with UNCRC Article 23, which states that children with disabilities have the right to special care and support designed to help them live full and dignified lives.
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