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Early Years Curricula in Wales and Scandinavia
Children in early years education in Wales were taught from 2010 through the statutory curriculum of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). The Foundation Phase had an innovative, experiential, developmental and play-based curriculum and was developed following devolution from UK central government (Waters, 2016). It marked a radical departure from a more formal, subject based national curriculum and was developed whilst this type of educational policy was still in its infancy (Furlong and Lunt, 2019). 
In contrast to this, the Nordic model of early childhood education and care (ECEC) was revolutionised in the 1970’s and 1980’s and was closely connected to government policy areas such as social policy, education policy, family policy and welfare policy (Karila, 2012). Furthermore, it was due to women’s participation in the labour force, and the enablement of both parents to successfully combine work and family life that the foundation was laid for ECEC (Karila et al., 2017) with their kindergarten curriculums being underpinned by wellbeing and learning through play (Simpson, 2018). Children in the Nordic countries spend a relatively long time in ECEC before starting school at age six or seven, so with preschool education being a legal right for all children, independent of parental situations (Laaninen, Nevena Kulic and Erola, 2024), there was a growing investment in early childhood and an expectation for stimulating opportunities and activities to be facilitated by highly qualified professionals. This would help develop young children’s social competencies with well trained staff being a key element of their universally accessed and integrated pre-school system who would help deliver the three values of democracy, caring and competence, embedded in the ECEC curricula guidelines (Skandinavisk forskning på dagtilbudsområdet, 2025). 
Similarly to the Nordic’s ECEC curricula, the Foundation Phase curriculum also proposed that children would learn through hands on activities with play underpinning their education as this method supports the practice and consolidation of learning (Welsh Government, 2015a) and adheres to Article 31 in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which states that every child has the right to play (UNICEF, 1989).
Learning through play supports theorists Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget who emphasised that imagination originates from action and play in the belief that it will enable children to behave beyond their average age because it is a vehicle for the construction of knowledge. They believed that learning through play in settings with practitioners as the more knowledgeable other could generate a zone of proximal development in a child’s mind as they fulfil their developmental potential through its problem solving (Aubrey and Riley, 2022; Pound, 2014). 
Welsh Government (2008) stated that the advantage of play in the foundation phase was that it enabled children to develop transferable skills across all seven areas of learning and that a basis of progression and continuity would be developed through being actively involved in experiential learning activities.  Also incorporated in all seven areas of the Foundation Phase was the use of the outdoors as a site for learning which was influenced by the Nordic/Scandinavian Forest School movement and theorist Friedrich Froebel (Wainwright, 2021). Froebel emphasized the importance of being active outdoors and learning from and through nature (Macblain, 2022) which was recognised by putting a greater significance on using the outdoor environment as a means for children’s learning in the Foundation Phase (Further steps outdoors Guidance, 2014). Forest School originated from the Nordic notions of friluftsliv (free-air life) and with their tradition being based on the premise that children learn through interaction with adults and other children with a specific emphasis on play, relationships and outdoor life (Ringsmose and Grethe Kragh-Müller, 2017) follows Froebel’s theory. 
Despite the Foundation Phase drawing on practices from the Forest School and Nordic early year’s curriculum, with its play-based approach (Ellis et al., 2024) and referencing greater use of the outdoors as a learning environment (Welsh Government 2015a) it only used the learning outdoor approach to complement its pedagogy (Garden and Downes, 2023) whereas this still is an integral part of early childhood education in Scandinavia. This fits in line with the conformity of the seven areas of learning of the Foundation Phase compared to the non-hierarchical mindset of Scandinavia (Dean, 2019). The Scandinavian mindset and cultural tendency that foregrounds outdoor activity, allows the children to lead the learning instead of focusing on their needs to align with the curriculum (Garden and Downes, 2023a). Despite the conformity, children were still more likely to perceive what they were learning as play in the Foundation Phase, with the amalgamation of learning through play in the outdoor environment (Wainwright, 2021a) and with practitioners being required to facilitate environments that supported children’s play and take an active, participatory role within it (Waters, 2016b). 
Considering that play promotes engagement, inclusion and holistic development (Parker, Thomsen and Berry, 2022) for it to be implemented effectively in early years practice, the adults delivering it must have a good understanding of what play is and how to support children’s in-depth play (Beckley, 2011). However, the definition of play can be widely interpreted by practitioners and in the Foundation Phase guidance itself, it is not clearly identified, whilst the definition of play is challenging as it is dependent on context (Wainwright et al., 2019). Similarly, it is worth noting that after forty years of research into play and learning by Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund (2022), their conclusion was that the definition of the relationship between the two, within ECEC, is still not clear to pedagogues. 
There are significant difficulties in embedding play through early years practice when it has a reputation as a non-work-related activity (Parker, Thomsen and Berry, 2022a). Research by Pyle and Danniels (2017) conduced how practitioners in the Foundation Phase perceived play and learning as separate constructs and this pedagogical approach brought challenges in meeting academic demands. Furthermore, practitioners have been found to use different interpretations for outdoor play, free play and structured play which of course impacts practice (Beckley, 2011a) whilst Maynard and Waters (2007) noted that there were concerns from headteachers in the Foundation Phase pilot schools with moving towards a play-based curriculum in ensuring there was real purpose to the children’s play.  A report by Welsh Government (2012) stated that practitioners may initially find terminology such as ‘structured play’ difficult to understand and hard to determine the balance between ‘child-initiated’ and ‘practitioner-directed’ which was key terminology in the foundation phase guidance. Waters (2016c) suggests that when there is significant pedagogic change such as between the National Curriculum and the Foundation Phase, staff need time and adequate support to understand and evaluate the underpinning philosophies of practice. Not only this but due to mixed messages being received about the importance of learning though play, a laissez-faire approach was taken towards it. 
In 2015, an evaluation of the Foundation Phase was completed. It stated that the Foundation Phase professional learning programme consisted of eight modules which included those of outdoor play and play-based learning (Welsh Government, 2021). Although there had been a hundred percent uptake in all eight modules by lead practitioners/managers, only fifty percent of all other teachers and thirty percent of additional practitioners had completed them with an exceptionally low uptake of year one staff. It also stated that overall, lead practitioners were satisfied with the training they had received, mainly during 2007-2008, just before the final roll out. However, some practitioners commented that the guidance documentation was too overwhelming and lengthy and that some of the terminology was too vague, specifically referring to ‘play’ which led to considerable variation of the implementation of the Foundation Phase between settings (Welsh Government, 2015). 
With Nordic curricula tradition focusing on all children having the right to a childhood that includes taking risks, playing, and living democratically (Ringsmose and Grethe Kragh-Müller, 2017) and with early childhood professional identities being formed, influenced and (re)shaped by theories, systems and policy agendas (Arndt et al., 2018a) what do Nordic pedagogues perceive as play? Sand et al. (2023) state that playful activities are viewed as being driven by the participants without judgment on the outcome as their play order cannot be predicted whilst Maja Reinåmo Olsson (2023) notes that pedagogic work is often not divided separately into learning and play activities and that children should not only play in a space populated by adults, they should have their own play space.  Although this can deprive the pedagogue’s chance to get involved when something happens, at the same time it reduces the risk of “hijacking” free-play (Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund, 2022) and allows children to play more competitively (Skovbjerg and Sand, 2022). In their research, pedagogues stated that they try to avoid competitive play activities because it can exclude some children from participating. 
The Nordic Model of early years education and its track record of high-quality education is considered to partly be due to its well-trained workforce (Karila, 2012a) and in contrast to Wales, career education and guidance is implemented as a compulsory part of later education (Einarsdottir et al., 2023). Nordic early childhood educators are known as ‘pedagogues’, never ‘teachers’ and are seen to facilitate learning with an emphasis on play and well-being (Arndt et al., 2018). This terminology shows that the pedagogues see themselves as relating differently to schoolteachers. With pedagogy itself being classed as a profession and having a wide, holistic view of education, it is more widely valued and better paid than in the UK. Furthermore, sixty percent of early years staff have a pedagogy degree and there is less variation in qualifications and salary in the Nordic countries compared to the UK (Simpson, 2018a). During the Foundation Phase, Welsh government required maintained settings to be led by early years teachers with three- or four-year university education degrees and that at least half the staff in the setting to hold at least a Level 2 qualification, however there was a great variation of qualifications between staff in other childcare settings (Simon et al., 2012). Additionally, the quality of staff qualifications within the early years sector coupled with low pay cause issues and challenges within the sector (Owston, Jones and Stanley, 2024). 
An independent stock take of the Foundation Phase in Wales was published in 2014 with its aim being to investigate how it was being implemented and how it could be strengthened. The findings found that although there had been a general move in the right direction, they had still highlighted twenty-three recommendations. A large number of the recommendations were related to training, as the stocktake highlighted how early years practitioners still needed sufficient training to improve the quality of teaching and understanding of the theory underpinning the Foundation Phase. Additionally, it was stated that outcomes had not noticeably changed from previous Key Stage one outcomes which caused tension with the play-based pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2014). Furthermore, Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) claim that as the pedagogy of play is a relatively new area of teaching, it was always going to be problematic to implement this new form of practice and it has mainly been down to the lower qualified, additional practitioners, to engage the children in.















Assessing the Unique Child in the Early Years
It is important, in early years education, to consider each child as being unique (Early Education, 2021) in order to adhere to Article 29 of the UNCRC which states that education must develop every child’s ability and personality (UNICEF, 1989a). There are some generic patterns of development in the first one thousand days, but progression unfolds differently as babies’ brains form neurological connections from external stimulation which is unique to each child (Early Education, 2021). Furthermore, as Birth to 5 Matters (2021) states, development is not linear and all children develop in different ways. This was recognised in The Foundation Phase Learning and Teaching Pedagogy guidance with its underpinning approach of responding and taking into account the needs of individuals as children move along the continuum at different rates (Welsh Government, 2008a).  Assessment in early years education is an effective way to understand how each unique child is learning and developing and is central to early years practice (www.plymouth.gov.uk, 2021).
In the Foundation Phase, an assessment on each individual child was to be completed at six weeks after their start date to gain a baseline profile of the whole child’s six areas of development (Welsh Government, 2017). Throughout their time in the foundation phase, they were continually assessed through observation on their day-to-day activities. These observations were done to focus on their achievements against skills in the curriculum and as a result, reflection and planning carried out to support each individual child (Welsh Government, 2017a). This formative style of assessment is important to support the building of knowledge of each child including their needs and interests (Department for Education, 2024). Assessments gathered as part of the profile could also be used to indicate any delays in development and matched those carried out by health professionals (Welsh Government, 2019). Additionally, the Foundation Phase stated that practitioners should plan an appropriate curriculum taking developmental needs into account as well as barriers to play, learning and participation (Welsh Government, 2015c). It was often described as having a curriculum which has moved away from having a “one size fits all” basis to focusing more on individual needs as it helps to support children's overall growth and learning, rather than on achieving specific competencies or demonstrating performance on standardized tests (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). 
However, in research conducted by Welsh Government (2022), it was found that although most assessments could be carried out through the use of observation, there were many instances where specific tasks had to be set up more formally, at a desk, as they could not be observed through play. This was due to the skills being assessed were too complex and practitioners felt pressurised from the constraint of time. Additionally, once the first baseline profile had been completed, most schools in the study, used their own internal assessment systems due to the Foundation Phase Profile not being tailored enough to the unique child and being too much of a tick box exercise. 
Additional assessments were carried out at the end of The Foundation Phase in order to ascertain, which ‘outcome’ a child had achieved. An outcome was decided based on the best fit of their performance (Welsh Government, 2015b) which contradicted stepping away from the strong requirements of the national curriculum’s focus on developing literacy and numeracy skills by a certain age according to Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016a). Their study also found that the literacy and numeracy Foundation Phase areas of learning dominated the curriculum as a major objective of the reform was to increase these subject levels by the end of the primary years. The national tests introduced in 2013 to year two children were also a huge contradiction to stepping away from the ‘one size fits all’ approach, motivated teachers to ‘teach the test’ and caused stress and harm to the wellbeing of children in their earliest years of education (Jerrim, 2021). The Foundation Phase was meant to be a radical departure from the assessment driven competency-based approach as stated in Evaluation of the Foundation Phase Final Report (Welsh Government, 2015). Competency-based models, as devised by Basil Bernstein in 1971, are where children learn within subject boundaries, teachers have rules for practice and there are assessment criteria. The performance-based model where children have some control over what and how they learn and is more common in countries that have a high value on learning through play was the basis for the foundation phase (Mclachlan, Fleer and Edwards, 2018). 
There was an acknowledgement that the needs of each unique child would be met by nurturing holistic development and allowing learning at their own pace so by assessing outcomes and implementing national tests opposed meeting the diverse needs of all children, one of the main aims of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). This aim was important because the whole child must be kept in mind to help support them in being included and to eliminate discriminatory practice (Nutbrown, 2019) which adheres to the Equality Act 2010. This act states that early years’ settings must not discriminate directly or indirectly and has to promote equality of opportunity. The act requires all settings include all children by making reasonable adjustments (Legislation.gov.uk, 2010). 
Nordic curricula also do not have a one size fits all approach and recognises and respects each child’s individuality, learning style and development. It supports all children in having the opportunity to thrive regardless of their background or ability with play and exploration being the main pedagogic principles and with no age-differentiated activities or specific curriculum or approaches to learning (Einarsdottir et al., 2014a).  Although it is quite common there that children aged five years are engaged in some numeracy or literacy tasks related to early learning areas typically associated with later academic success, this tradition is not regulated or documented (Størksen et al., 2023). 
Unlike the Foundation Phase, assessment of children in Nordic countries is not usually regarded as part of ECEC as there are no specific learning objectives, but the monitoring of their development is observed. Their development will be connected to the quality of their environment that has framework goals, enabling children to thrive, emphasising holistic growth, wellbeing, democracy, equality and all-day pedagogy (University of Stavanger, 2022) (Urban et al., 2023). Observations are documented on the children’s development rather than carrying out assessment and differs slightly between countries. For example, in Finland, each child is required to have an individual ECEC plan which is evaluated regularly to enhance their development whereas in Norway, all children’s development is monitored and documented if there are concerns (Urban et al., 2023). Nordic ethos means that a good early childhood does not belong in formal lessons or in school-type education so children do not learn to read here until they are six or seven. Despite this Jahreie (2023) reports that there has been an increased use of standardised language assessment tools and a turn towards the “schoolification” in Nordic ECEC especially with minority language children. When pedagogues assess their ‘lingual readiness’, they are unintentionally reproducing educational outcomes for children from low-income immigrant backgrounds as well as native majority children. 
Nordic early years curricula do not have outcomes or measures and instead focuses on a child’s readiness for school (Alasuutari, Markström and Vallberg-Roth, 2014). In research by Kjær, Bach and Dannesboe (2020) school readiness is described as a child being socially and emotionally ready for school, not academically ready. When a child can handle themselves in social contexts in ECEC, they are considered to be ready for the conformities of primary school. The idea is that when a child is socially developed, academic interests happen naturally, especially where it has not been forced onto children and where it is made part of play. However, perceptions of the term “school readiness” vary between ECEC pedagogues and primary school teachers according to Jahreie (2024). Whilst children’s self-sufficiency and socio-emotional skills are more important to pedagogues, they have an increasing amount of pressure to develop children’s academic skills for primary school. Niklas et al. (2018) suggest that focusing on children’s social and emotional readiness in ECEC could underestimate children’s capacity for learning and reduce their attention and thinking capabilities.  
Following the Foundation Phase evaluation in 2015 and an accumulation of evidence that it was not enabling young children to achieve what they are capable of, Professor Graham Donaldson CB also published a comprehensive review entitled “Successful Futures, Curriculum and Assessment in Wales”. His report highlighted that despite there still being some way to go to establish the learning through play philosophy, the ethos, principles and pedagogy of the Foundation Phase was a significant strength and that a new curriculum based on Areas of Learning and Experience would enable settings to build on their creativity and flexibility (Donaldson, 2015). It also suggested that each child should have their own unique roadmap of progression steps rather than levels of achievement to help avoid universal expectations. Hence, due to our rapidly changing world, by 2026, all learners will be educated through The New Curriculum for Wales which was created to ensure children gain the knowledge, experiences and skills they need to do well and reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2022). 





BLOG
English or Welsh Medium? The choice is yours!
How lucky are we to have this choice for our children? Considering it is one of the most important decisions you will ever have to make for your child, how do you decide? This decision can potentially impact the rest of your little one’s future, so it really is life changing stuff. Their future is literally in your hands.
Every child in Wales has the right to Welsh medium education as it states in section 9 of the Education Act 1996 that “pupils are to be educated in accordance with the wishes of their parents” (Legislation.gov.uk, 2021). This has been supported by The Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 where one if its seven goals is to work towards creating a thriving Welsh language (Welsh Government, 2015). Fortunately, this has meant that Welsh Government is obligated to promote and facilitate the use of Welsh in order to support this goal.
So, in July 2017 the language strategy Cymraeg 2050: A million Welsh speakers was published. Its vision being that it would like to see a million Welsh speakers by 2050 given that the Welsh language is one of the national treasures (Welsh Government, 2017). Early Years education has played a key role in the promotion of the language as there are 57,820 children (22%) being taught in 442 Welsh medium primary schools across the country. This figure has risen from 52,065 in 2003 (Welsh Government, 2024).
Fortunately, you don’t have to wait until primary school for your child to start their journey towards bilingualism. At the 500 plus Welsh medium baby and toddler groups “Cylch Ti a Fi” and playgroups “Cylch Meithrin”, children can listen to stories and songs and learn through play in the medium of Welsh. It is also worth recognising that 76% of children who currently attend these groups come from homes where Welsh is not spoken (GOV.WALES, 2024). Choosing Welsh medium education is the most effective way of ensuring your child becomes bilingual and if your first language at home is English, they will not lose fluency in this but will instead be able to fully communicate in both languages! Moreover, attending a Welsh medium school does not affect a child’s ability to learn, speak, read or write in English (Ein Dinas Ein Hiaith, 2024). 
The New Curriculum for Wales which was implemented in all nursery settings and primary schools in September 2022 has seen a shift away from relatively prescribed content-based curriculum to one which enables staff to design their own content around a broad framework (Dauncey, 2022). This has allowed for the fact that considering the vast majority of children in Welsh medium education, in areas such as Cardiff, come from non-Welsh speaking backgrounds, it can be tailored to their educational needs (www.cardiff.gov.uk, n.d.). The New Curriculum for Wales has recognised and placed emphasis on how languages connect us and are the key to understanding the world around us (Welsh Government, 2019). Additionally, it has a more holistic approach and can be tailored according to individual learning needs which should enable children to reach their full potential (GOV.WALES, 2022). Alongside this, Welsh medium education provides our children with increased access to Welsh music, literature, digital media and the Eisteddfod culture (www.cardiff.gov.uk, n.d.a) which helps them gain a deeper understanding of their wider community and their place within it. 
It is worth noting that bilingualism is not the exception outside of the UK. Across Europe, 56% of people speak more than one language (Ahmedova Dildora, 2025). The gift of bilingualism makes it easier to learn other languages and has a positive effect on the brain. A child’s mind is just as prepared to acquire two languages as it is one and can learn two sound systems, two sets of rules for word order and is able to understand how two languages encode and represent the world (Bialystok and Werker, 2016). Due to bilingual children regularly using two words to represent the same thing, they learn from a young age that words are separate from their reference (Schnellmann, 2023). Not only that, but there is also mounting evidence to show that bilingualism has a positive impact on social interactions and educational outcomes (Byers-Heinlein et al., 2019). 
The last thirty years has shown an increase into the amount of research on the effects of bilingualism on the brain over the life span (Kroll et al., 2015) and it has been found that due to bilinguals having a more “tuned brain” from an increased load, cognitive decline during ageing is delayed (Li et al., 2017). Indeed, studies have shown that it is in a child’s early years that their brain has the most elasticity and potential for language development. According to Berken, Gracco and Klein (2017) this is the optimal period for language enrichment as new synapses and the pruning of connections within the neural circuits takes place at a rapid rate. The neural circuits are engaged in more activity when a child speaks more than one language (Schnellmann, 2023a).  Furthermore, research by Pliatsikas et al. (2020) states that around late childhood and adolescence, the developing bilingual brain showed more dense grey matter and increased white matter integrity, meaning a greater developmental increase than in a developing monolingual brain. Bobl Bach!
As a non-Welsh speaking parent, making the decision to introduce the Welsh language to my children was not an easy decision, but one which I have not regretted. I truly believe it has enriched their lives and they have a great future ahead of them because of it. 
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