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Section 1.
According to Welsh Government (A) (2015) and Waters (2016) the Foundation Phase Framework was aimed at children aged three to seven years old in Wales. Welsh Government (A) (2015) state that it was a statutory curriculum that was designed to promote holistic development in children and introduced as a step away from more formal ways of learning that aimed to develop children’s confidence, independence and skills for life-long learning.  They state that it consisted of seven areas of learning and the statutory education programme established what children should be taught and the Foundation Phase Outcomes set out the expected standards of children’s performance. The Foundation Phase Framework was underpinned by seven core aims which originated from The United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNICEF, no date). Waters (2016) and Welsh Government (A) (2015) claim that the Foundation Phase Framework allowed children to learn through play with first hand experiences where they were able to consolidate their learning, take risks and solve problems. They state that experiences provided by practitioners should have allowed the children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world using a balance of structured and unstructured activities encouraging use of indoors and the outdoors. Estyn (2017) suggested that the Foundation Phase Framework was to improve outcomes in early childhood education, well-being, inclusivity and child-led learning as they believed these to be essential for personal development and educational success. However, according to Whitewick (2019) Wales’s results for the Performance for International Student Assessment (PISA) results were showing to be the lowest in the United Kingdom despite showing improvement against their own scores in previous results.  
In the Independent stocktake of the Foundation Phase in Wales, Welsh Government (2014) agree that play-based learning was being delivered very well in some schools and not so well in others. They state that there was a variation in quality of delivery and believed that not all children in Wales were receiving as high-quality experiences as was expected. They agreed that this could be due to the inconsistency in professional learning and set out a recommendation that would help to address the issue in future practice. They recommended that all early year’s practitioners including head teachers should be allowed access to and be given the time to undertake the Foundation Phase modules as they believe there to be a big importance on practitioners understanding of how children learn and develop that can affect how a play-based curricula is delivered. Moreover, Drakeford (2019) agreed that child development should be at the heart of education and care and the principle of quality should be clear to all professionals who work with children, whilst underpinning all provision in Wales. Similarly, Welsh Government (B) (2015) state in the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase Report, that practitioners need to be trained to improve understanding of approaches and pedagogies, agreeing that a greater understanding of ‘pure-play- and ‘child-led learning’ would allow for higher quality play-based learning to be delivered more broadly. Mckinnes et al. (2013) agree that practitioners need to be aware that ‘play’ should be chosen by the child through intrinsic motivation and believe that when adults intervene to try and educate, it can unintentionally break down the play. They both agree that professional learning and training can help practitioners to better understand and eliminate similar mistakes in future interactions. Moreover, Waters (2016) states that the training practitioners receive, needs to have a focus on theory and the implications of practice in Foundation Phase and the development of pedagogies that are appropriate, that would support progression for all children. However, funding to provide ongoing professional learning and training for staff in early years can prove expensive due to staff numbers but to overcome this issue, Social Care Wales (2016) state that Welsh Government have various funding programmes that can help overcome this as a barrier. 
Welsh Government (B) (2015) also state that the confusion with certain terms could be a reason that the Foundation Phase was showing variation in the quality of play-based learning being delivered. They agree that practitioners all interpret terms differently and believe that an exact explanation of the meaning of terms such as ‘formal’ ‘informal’ and ‘learning through play’ would be beneficial to all. A recommendation that could overcome this issue could be a glossary in the guidance such as the one included in the curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, set out by Welsh Government (2024) of all the terms that can be interpreted differently and cause confusion to ensure that all practitioners have the same understanding and are aware of the exact meaning of those said words.
Despite the uncertainties of the Foundation Phase Framework and the fact that it felt outdated and no longer relevant to the children as times had changed (Robinson, 2010), Donaldson (2015) stated in a review report of the curriculum that it was ‘one of the best things in Welsh education’ and agreed that it held all the right principles that underpin what practitioners in Wales should be doing to support children in education but there was not enough guidance, so Welsh Government used his findings along with the principles outlined in the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, to design the new Curriculum for Wales, which presented a significant shift in education that aimed to provide a more flexible, inclusive and child-centred approach, now aimed at children aged three to sixteen years old. Mourshed et al. (2010) and OECD (no date) agreed that to enable a new curriculum to be successful there was a need to change pedagogy throughout. They believed that just changing one aspect would not be enough and therefore suggest ensuring not to fall back into old systems of working, it would be best practice to change the curriculum as a whole including assessments, inspections, monitoring, exams and much more. However, a potential barrier to changing all aspects could be that, although Estyn (no date) state that they have changed the way they inspect in education and training from 2024 onwards, their inspectors do not have to have experience of working with children or in an early years environment, so there could possibly be a lack of understanding on how play-based learning can actually be effective for children, potentially causing inaccurate results for settings.
Welsh Government (2023) and Impact Wales (2022) agree that in order for the Curriculum for Wales to work effectively and allow children to make progress, it is essential that practitioners follow the twelve pedagogical principles set out by Professor Graham Donaldson to enable good teaching and good learning for all children. They agree that the four purposes should be at the heart of everything and cross-curricular responsibilities and the six areas of learning, including knowledge skills and experience, should all interlink with no separation. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2023) and similarly, Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) believe that effective pedagogy should be responsive, dynamic and embedded in strong relationships and agree that building on the twelve pedagogical principles, practitioners should enable provision of consistent opportunities for play and play-based learning through all areas.  However, Stephen (2010) suggests that to ensure good pedagogy the practitioner needs to be able to adapt to the context and the individuals involved.
Welsh Government (2024) argue that Curriculum for Wales is better suited to children as professionals now have the opportunity to develop a curriculum that can be tailored to suit the needs of their learners and choose topics that will best support their learning, therefore creating a more relevant learning environment that can match diverse needs and culture of their own co-hort. However, Estyn (2022) argue that the broad nature of the curriculum’s guidance can create uncertainty for those attempting to design and deliver effective learning experiences. Similarly, OECD (2020) state that the Curriculum for Wales risks weakening accountability and complicating the measurement of student progress due to it not defining a clear national benchmark. 
Despite the shift and change in curriculum, according to Senedd Research (2023) Wales’s scores in the latest Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) have fallen further behind the rest of the UK and the international average, despite the rest of the UK’s scores also decreasing. They state that Wales’s scores have decreased in Maths, Reading and Science since the last results and are now the lowest they have ever been since the start of participating in the PISA in 2006. A challenge in improving scores for this may be the fact that testing and assessing of children is still yet to change even though curriculum delivery has changed drastically. According to Welsh Government (2014) and Welsh Government (B) (2015) the expected pedagogy of new curriculum changes such as responding to and following the child’s lead, does not align with statutory curriculum and how outcomes are expected to serve, therefore, perhaps changing the method of testing and assessing to suit the more up to date ways of pedagogy, teaching and learning through play, would increase the scores for Wales in PISA results? 
Although the Curriculum for Wales was designed to be inclusive of all learners, including those with additional learning needs (ALN), as practitioners can design their own curriculum that suits their own learners, it can sometimes prove unrealistic for some children with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD). Welsh Government (2021) then suggest that practitioners use the routes for learning documents and framework that focuses on learners’ early cognitive development, their communication and social interaction skills and their interaction with the environment, to assess them to ensure that those children can be given the support needed to enable them to access the curriculum and ensure that they are making progress. However, they state that it is important to remember that the children are not to be pushed to meet the steps and it should not be used as a tick list but more rather, support to work towards and through the steps just as they should in the progression steps in the main part of the curriculum. 


Section 2.
According to Donaldson (2015) learning should be an experience that is continuous and that builds progressively as children grow and mature. He therefore suggests that a curriculum that is separated into phases and key stages is inappropriate for assessment. He agreed that outcomes and achievements of children should be personal to each individual. However, Welsh Government (2022) state that some of the most common criticisms raised regarding the Foundation Phase Profile consisted of it being too much of a tick-box process and therefore, not being tailored to the individual learner enough. Taking the above statement into consideration, using the Foundation Phase Profile designed by Welsh Government (2017) as a method of assessment could be considered inappropriate. The Foundation Phase Profile uses its outcomes to align with expected age related norms and can therefore give a negative outlook if a child is seen to not be hitting the outcome that is expected for their age at the time. Using the Curriculum for Wales as a method of assessment could be more beneficial to children as the aim is not to set a child at an age-related norm. Welsh Government (2024) state that instead, it places an emphasis on the learners’ progress, using the twenty-seven mandatory ‘statements of what matters’ as a basis of their progression. As the progression steps listed in the Curriculum for Wales do not align with age related norms, there is no expectation of where a child ‘should’ be presenting, therefore enabling children’s progression to be valued regardless of where they are with their development, rather than concentrating on where they ‘should’ be if it were relating to age.
Similarly, some of the statements that are included in the Foundation Phase Profile outcomes can sometimes be very vague, such as ‘children are able to… build a tower of blocks’. As the statement does not specify which blocks to use, for example, Duplo blocks or wooden stackable blocks, the results may be inaccurate depending on the practitioner’s perception of the statement and how they chose to assess the child. If different practitioners are assessing different children, then the assessment may not be fair. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2022) suggest that although the foundation phase profile could help to identify learners with additional learning needs despite it not being developed to support the identification of developmental issues in individual children, the profile has been described as a good starting point. However, the limiting factor for identifying learning difficulties was that the statements included in the foundation Phase Profile were seen as too broad and vague in some instances.  Additionally, Tierney (2013) agrees that teachers’ assessments could also be perceived as ‘not fair’ as they can have sufficient and long-lasting personal, social and educational effects for children including having changes to their motivation and their approach to learning. However, Welsh Governments (B) (2023) progression steps statements hold more in-depth information of what is required for the child to make progress onto the next step, although similar to the Foundation Phase Profiles outcomes, the statements can sometimes be seen as too broad, using words such as ‘many’ and ‘increasingly’ to describe parts of the steps. Despite the progression steps holding some negativity, they can be seen as more personal to the unique child in assessment as they use phrases such as ‘I can’ and ‘I have’ that focus on what the child can do as opposed to what they cannot do. Whereas the statements in Welsh Governments (2017) Foundation Phase Profile simply use ‘Children are able to’ which can create a focus on the negative side of what the child cannot do, if they are placed at an outcome that is not at the age-related norm that they are expected to be at. Moreover, to ensure an assessment is even more personal to the individual child and to gain a philosophical approach, Educational Leadership Project LTD (2019) suggest that the use of learning stories is required as they are not seen as a form or a checklist of what the child can or cannot do, more rather a story of their progress and development whilst the practitioner creating the learning story is also required to engage with known theory and practice to enable them to create the story. However, despite the gains from assessment in the form of learning stories, they can be considered to require more time than other forms of assessment that include using checklists for example. This could be a barrier to using them for assessment as practitioners may be required to write up the learning stories in their own time after the event has happened. This would also require the practitioner to have a good and accurate memory to enable the write up to be of importance (myECE, 2025).
According to OECD (2020) settings should use a balance of assessment including formative and summative to ensure they serve improvement as well as accountability. They believe that by using both methods it will ensure both purposes are being achieved. Therefore, perhaps due to the Foundation Phase Profile ‘s outcomes being direct, expecting a yes or no answer, only the use of summative assessment to evaluate the learners’ performance to each outcome would work effectively. However, due to the progression steps of the Curriculum for Wales having more depth in information it would be possible to carry out summative and formative assessments with children to gain a holistic picture of their development and progress. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2024) agree that assessment should gain the strengths of a child, their learning styles and their areas for development and agree that assessment should not be used for a one-off judgement on the overall achievement of a learner. 
Bornman et al. (2010) agrees that assessment must be suited to children’s individual culture and states that they should be translated for those who’s first language is different to what the assessment is scripted in. However, he states that for certain cultures this can cause confusion as there can often be no direct translation of particular words which can result in incongruity in meaning which can then threaten validity of results. He suggests that a way to overcome this is to ensure that, when translating documents, the people translating should include a member who can speak the language fluently and represents the target culture and not rely solely on members who have simply ‘learnt’ the language. However, this could prove difficult as there may not always be a translator available with what is expected but even if there is, it could prove to be expensive to use their expertise which could sometimes exceed the budget of a setting. Similarly, Jenkin (2016) suggests that practitioners training to become educators in New Zealand should be trained to deliver a bicultural curriculum that addresses the needs and identity of all the cultures that would access the curriculum, in their case, Māori and British, whilst recognising that they both have equal status and rights. However, this could prove more difficult in Wales due to the wide variety of other languages spoken and cultures followed by children attending Welsh schools at present due to many refugees and asylum seekers now accessing the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Additionally, although the curriculum is designed to be inclusive and flexible, the accuracy of accommodating the diverse backgrounds of learners may not suffice unless practitioners receive training on awareness of the cultures attending their setting. Furthermore, Alsubaie (2015) agrees that classrooms are becoming increasingly multicultural and therefore are presenting new challenges for practitioners. He suggests that to gain better student achievement it requires specialized learning techniques, practice and education for practitioners and he recognises that this can put added responsibility on practitioners due to having to navigate and lead children through unfamiliar cultures and language when attending a setting where they have no understanding of what is expected or what is being said because of a language barrier.
According to Dweck (2017) children’s conceptions of their abilities play an important part in their achievement. She agrees that children’s conceptions of ability can influence the child’s motivation, efforts, performance and therefore achievements and suggests that if a child believes that they cannot do something then they will not try. She favours the belief that it can be influenced by fixed or growth mindset which can be influenced by practitioner’s outlook and actions. If practitioners were to group children according to their ability, this could influence the child’s idea of their ability, therefore possibly causing the child no progression if they are constantly stunted by activities that do not present a challenge to that individual. Similarly, Parekh (2017) agrees that a practitioners pedagogical approach to ability can also influence how they interact with children, for example, if they believe a child to be of a ‘low ability’ then they may possibly always interact with that child at a level they see fit for that certain ability, never challenging with interactions that they may see as suited to a ‘higher ability’ child. 

Section 3.
Is parent partnership important to be able to deliver a play-based curriculum in the early years?
According to OECD (2020) parents were involved with the curriculum reform via national consultation and information sessions at some schools. They believe this to be important as schools need support and collaboration from parents and carers to provide a range of experiences to enhance learning and well-being. Similarly, New Zealand Ministry of Education (2019) agree that educators must work together with parents and the community to design a curriculum that is relevant to their own local context. For Example, if schools are aware of what is important to their children and families, such as children’s aspirations and interests, identity, language, culture and religion, they can try to incorporate certain aspects into their curriculum to make it relevant to their cohort. Moreover, Department for Education (2024) agree that trying to find out what parents expect from the practitioners at the setting can help them to feel listened to and encourage future interactions when they have questions to ask. Furthermore, Birth to 5 matters (no date) agree that research tells us that the most important predictor of children’s future outcomes, regardless of the quality of settings, is the quality of their home learning environment. Therefore, they believe that parents’ involvement in children’s learning is the most important factor in enabling children to achieve well. They suggest that good parent partnership will ensure a good understanding of the child’s needs leading to appropriate provision not only at the setting but with possible support at home too. For example, if parents understand and value the importance of play in learning, they can reinforce the same at home. Similarly, Sheridan, Edwards and Knoche (2009) and Miller and Almon (2009) argue that when parents understand childhood practices such as play-based learning, it can help to enhance home learning, extending learning beyond the classroom and in turn contributing to better outcomes for children. This should then help the children to feel more secure in knowing that their learning environment is consistent. Birth to 5 matters (no date) agree that by helping parents to understand how play can be linked to curriculum outcomes they are therefore more likely to value and support a curriculum that is play-based. Wood (2014) agrees that it is therefore essential that educators communicate a play-based curriculums value clearly so that parents and carers recognize the academic and developmental benefits of it. However, Mapp (cited, Havard Graduate School of Education, 2025) agrees that settings do not receive enough guidance on how best to develop effective partnerships with parents but suggest that enabling parent workshops where they engage with their children in the setting during play-based learning is a good way to begin to build trust between one another. Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development also supports this as he believes that children can learn a lot learn from the more knowledgeable other. He believes that adults can help to develop what children already know whilst modelling positive behaviour and states that there is an importance to interactions with those knowledgeable others to also enable language development for children and help them to recognise positive and negative interactions and behaviours (Dunn and Lantolf, 2008).
Whalley and Penn Green Centre Team (2017) agrees that parents understanding of the principles of a play-based learning curriculum will help build mutual respect which will allow them to trust that the practitioners’ methods encouraging a strong, constructive partnership. 
Birth to 5 matters (no date) recognise that parents hold years of observations of their children and are usually aware of the best ways to support them. They believe that parents have a rich knowledge of their personalities, interests and skills and suggest that if practitioners consider the voices and opinions of parents and their understanding of their children, that knowledge can be used to inform future practice and support for their children’s needs whilst at the setting. 
Estyn (2020) suggest that sharing information with parents daily about what activities the children have undertaken in each session and what they have gained from it, using methods such as a blog including pictures and videos can help parents to understand the importance of a play-based curriculum and help them to understand the type of activities that their children enjoy and benefit from holistically. They agree that sharing information and children’s progress this way also helps parents to feel included in the child’s learning and can encourage meaningful chats about their day whilst allowing the opportunity for follow up activities at home if they wish. Allowing information to be shared in this informal way also allows for parents to give feedback if they wish without feeling the pressure of a more formal meeting such as parents evening where parents often feel too overwhelmed to reply to information. Similarly, Care Inspectorate Wales (2025) agree that by building successful partnerships with parents it can be beneficial in providing opportunities and experiences for the children that they are interested in to support their learning and well-being allowing play-based provision to be of a relevant high standard continually. They also suggest that strong partnerships with parents can help with transitioning periods as it can help to build confidence in the setting when there is a good trusting relationship and believe that this can help to reduce any anxieties for not only the children but the parents as well. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2023) state that working with low-income families can have a positive impact on over-coming the socio-economic disadvantage on education attainment. Miles (2022, cited in Welsh Government, 2023) suggest that it is the only way to succeed in achieving high standards and aspirations for all. Welsh Government (2023) suggest that good partnership with family’s needs to be a whole school approach, however, agrees that good leadership at the setting is essential for strategies to be effective in gaining the understanding and support from families that allow for delivering a successful play-based curriculum that benefits all children.
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