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Purpose 
The purpose of this paper is to analyse historical influences and current policy and how these are translated into practice by practitioners working with young children. It will consider policy changes over time and how this has contributed to the way that young children are viewed by society and consequently the practice within early years childcare settings. 

Structure
The paper will be split into six sections. The introductory section will provide a brief overview of legislative introductions and changes which are related to young children and their care. 
There will be a section which critically analyses the view of those in poverty and their ability to support their own child’s development. 
The next section will look at Devolved Wales and there will be an analysis of the current policies which influence the early years childcare sector. The following section will then seek to examine the correlations with Italy, particularly the Reggio Emilia region and the influence of Froebel in 19th Century Germany particularly the kindergarten in Thuringia.
With all two-year-olds eligible for childcare, there will be a short section which examines the ‘big ideas’ for enactment and consider the barriers to these. 
The paper will conclude by considering the policies that are central to the work of practitioners within the childcare sector and will evaluate how changing views have made an impact on practice.

Context and brief overview of legislative introductions and changes which are related to young children and their care. 

One of the most important pieces of legislation to have lasting impact on young children is the Children Act 1989. It placed a duty on local authorities to keep a register of persons providing childminding or daycare services (Children Act, 1989). It also outlined requirements with which those providing child minding or day care services would need to comply alongside providing the duty on local authorities to exercise their power to inspect these services at least annually. Over twenty years later the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 (the measure 2010) made provision about child minding and daycare for children. This outlined that by regulations, Welsh Ministers may make provision (Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 Original as enacted) for the inspection of childcare services and for publication of the reports of the inspections. Care Inspectorate Wales (no date) published a framework for inspecting childcare alongside a Code of Practice (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2024) which describes their approach to inspecting services regulated under the Measure 2010. Services who are regulated under the Measure 2010 are subject to The Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010 and subsequently must adhere to the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years. (Welsh Government, 2023). From here on the Welsh Government shall be referred to as WG and National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare shall be referred to as the NMS. The NMS (WG, 2023) states that practitioners working as a child minder or in day care should be suitably qualified as required by the Social Care Wales (2024) qualification framework. A practitioner working in a setting which offers Flying start childcare will require a higher qualification than those practitioners not working in Flying Start. This is outlined in the qualification framework (Social Care Wales, 2024) and the Flying Start Childcare Guidance (WG, 2023).

‘Children who grow up in poverty are more likely to…’ 
Have poorer health outcomes (WG,2024); be at risk of child abuse and neglect (Bywaters et al, 2022); have a speech and language need (Stats Wales, 2023); be less successful academically than children from families with more resources (Mayo and Siraj, 2015); be disproportionately disadvantaged by social distancing if they lost access to Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) during the Covid-19 pandemic (Davies et al, 2021); have their mothers’ demonised and be portrayed as lacking in parenting skills (Cooper, 2020). 

This discourse that poor children have parents lacking in parenting skills permeates society, media (Cooper, 2020) and policymaking (WG, 2024). During the Covid-19 coronavirus pandemic guidance (WG, 2020) was issued to local authorities that indicated that along with children of key workers the most vulnerable children should be prioritised to attend childcare. The guidance (WG, 2020) clarified that ‘Vulnerable children include those with safeguarding needs and supported by social care, which include children with care and support or support plans, children on the child protection register and looked after children’. During a period of panic due to a highly transmissible virus which may cause significant health implications the Welsh Government (2020) decided that vulnerable children would be better off in childcare than at home where they may be at risk of abuse or neglect (Bywaters et al, 2022). The reality was that the parents had little to no choice about whether they would send their child to a setting as it was often included in the child protection plan or care and support plan (empirical evidence, one local authority in South Wales) and suggests that the state is becoming entangled in family affairs (Munck and Marschall, 2024). The idea that children are ‘better off’ in childcare is explored next. 

Previous studies (McKinney, 2014, Sylva, 2004. Melhuish 2001, Garon-Carrier et al, 2024) have shown that high quality childcare can help to mitigate the effects of poverty on young children which are outlined at the beginning of this section. Sylva (2004) found that good quality pre-school experiences provide significant benefit for disadvantaged children and Draper et al (2024) reported that for children living in disadvantage the strongest predictor for a child being ‘school ready’ was attending childcare at age two. Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva (2002) carried out a study to consider the extent a high-quality childcare experience can be a mitigating protective factor and help children to succeed against the odds of disadvantage caused by growing up in poverty. More recently, Welsh Government have used these findings to commission Estyn (2024) to consider the effectiveness of support and provision in early years and to evaluate how well this improves outcomes for children living in poverty. They have also committed to the roll-out of universal childcare for all two-year-olds in Wales through the Flying Start model (WG, 2022).
However, Mayo and Siraj (2015) argue that childcare is not the only protective factor, and the 2004 longitudinal study carried out by Sylva reports that the home is also an important protective factor. Mayo and Siraj (2015) and Siraj-Blatchford (2010) note that it isn’t ‘who parents are but what they do’ that is important. They discovered that poor mothers with few qualifications can improve their children’s progress and give them a better start at school by engaging in activities at home that engage and stretch the child’s mind.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For example, reading with the child, teaching songs and nursery rhymes, painting and drawing, playing with letters and numbers, visiting the library, teaching the alphabet and numbers, taking children on visits and creating regular opportunities for them to play with their friends at home, were all associated with higher intellectual and social/behavioural scores (Mayo and Siraj, 2015)] 


Lareau (2018) challenged the political and media discourse that poorer parents are deficient in their parenting practices and Cooper (2021) builds on these studies. She argues that parents who are poor or in poverty sometimes have more of the desirable parenting strategies than those who are middle income and that her findings have important implications: low-income parents are not an unusual or deviant group parenting differently to everyone else and wrongly identifies low-income parents as problematic.
Despite these findings the discourse that poor parents do not do enough to support their child appears to persist particularly in education settings (Munck and Marschall, 2024). There are two examples of this very recently: one on a local level and the other national. 
Local: A local authority in South Wales issued a letter (December 2024) to all parents of children attending school nursery and those due to attend. The letter from the Director of Education stated that ‘If a child attends in a nappy or pull up, the parent will be expected to change the child…the high number of children in nappies has led to staff spending a significant amount of time changing children which is adversely impacting on teaching and learning’. The empirical and anecdotal discussions amongst some teachers is that they received this information gladly as it would ‘make the lazy parents toilet train their kids’ and that this wouldn’t much affect working parents as ‘their kids are trained.’ This example not only indicates that some teachers are involved in the discourse that poorer parents are deficient (Lareau, 2018) but it also contradicts the evidence reported by Sylva et al (2004) that children make better all-round progress where settings view educational (teaching and learning) and social development as complementary and equal in importance. 
National: Estyn (2024) carried out a thematic review as commissioned by Welsh Government to consider the Impact of poverty on educational attainment, support, provision and transition for early education. Throughout the report (Estyn, 2024) they note that schools and setting leaders had commented on partnerships with parents but that often parents had difficulties with their own literacy and numeracy skills, and they were unable at times to provide their children with the appropriate skills and quality interactions that would ensure that they give their children the best start to learning. This is in contradiction to the findings of Cooper (2021) where low-income parents often gave more time to their children for quality interactions such as eating and talking together rather than enrolling children in extra-curricular activities. 

Overall, there seems to be evidence (Cooper, 2021; Lareau, 2018 Munck and Marschall, 2024) and to suggest that families in poverty are viewed less favourably than those who are middle class. The discourse that poor parents have poor parenting persists despite studies (Cooper, 2021) which provide findings to the contrary. The discourse also extends to poor children and the ever-growing list of things that they must overcome to succeed against the odds (WG,2024; Bywaters et al, 2022; Stats Wales, 2023; Mayo and Siraj, 2015); Davies et al, 2021). Powell and Smith (2018) also make an important point that poor families and poor children are often studied by middle class researchers, and ‘this makes for a field of study that is often difficult and problematic rather than comfortable and straightforward’. High quality childcare can mitigate the risks (Sylva, 2004), yet there are those who work in settings and schools who find that poverty is worse than pre-pandemic and there was now a greater need to respond to families impacted by poverty, which took up a considerable amount of time during their working day (Estyn, 2024). 

Devolved Wales 
Government of Wales Act 1998 saw Wales devolve as a country with its own government and subsequently own curriculum in schools and settings. In March 2014 Huw Lewis the then Minister for Education and Skills appointed Professor Graham Donaldson to conduct a fundamental review of curriculum and assessment arrangements. The following year (Donaldson, 2025) the report Successful Futures Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales was published with ‘radical and wide-ranging proposals for curriculum reform’. The report was accepted by WG (2015) accepted and then in 2016 provided a written statement in way of an update on the pioneer schools who would be leading the change. By the time The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 was passed Section 13 was included. This section outlined ‘a duty on the Welsh Government to publish a curriculum that they consider suitable for children for whom funded non-maintained nursery education is provided’ so that settings can choose to adopt if they wish. This curriculum was published in 2022 (WG, 2022) and the assessment arrangements followed in 2023 (WG, 2023).

Except for Flying Start Childcare Guidance (WG, 2023) and National Minimum Standards (WG, 2023) all the policy and guidance materials (WG, 2022, 2023, 2023 and 2023) which have been recently published by Welsh Government are available on two adjacent tiles on Hwb. These documents have all been co-constructed and include the line ‘has been developed through co-construction by practitioners, for practitioners. It is expressed from the viewpoint of the practitioner, drawing on expertise from across the 0 to 5 early childhood play, learning and care sector (WG,2023, 2023) non-maintained sector, and on the views of experts in the field of child development and early education’ (WG, 2022, 2023)
Co-construction of policy and curriculum has great potential to transform the ways in which educational practice is planned, enacted and evaluated (Priestly, 2021) particularly in the way that it has been done for these documents where those involved have continued to work in their settings while being involved in macro curriculum policy making and meso curriculum support. OECD (2020) made similar findings in that stakeholders welcomed the relatively new process of policy co-construction in Wales as it facilitates understanding and implementing the policy even though at times co-construction can feel messy and uncomfortable, particularly where existing ideas and practices are challenged and/or rethought. (Morrison-Love, Singh and Makara-Fuller, 2023)

MacDonald (forthcoming) suggests that when we explore policy structure and wording, we can identify the intention and meaning of the policy writer, and the influence on the policy reader. Cardno (2018) provides a useful framework for organisational policy analysis and Maingeauneau and Angermuller (2007) suggest a discourse analysis which looks at the text and the meaning behind the text. 

Both approaches reveal that the newer policies (WG 2022, 2023, 2023 and 2023) which have been genuinely co-constructed (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020) are accessible for practitioners in terms of being published on Hwb, but also accessible in terms of the layout of the document and language used. The documents are worthwhile and have an aesthetic design (Tinney, 2023) with photographs to illustrate practice and clear expectations for the role of the enabling adult (Estyn, 2021). The language used reveals that children should be respected as capable learners, and the work of the adults should be valued with the ‘team ethos’ coming through well (Estyn 2021).

In contrast to this, the older policy specific to Flying Start (WG, 2023) which has not been co-constructed and is not available on Hwb uses language which holds more congruence with the notion of a deficit child. This is particularly true where assessment is referred to several times to identify where interventions are needed. This influences the policy reader (MacDonald, forthcoming) to look for gaps in the child’s learning and when a practitioner look for weakness then that is what will be found (Farah, 2023) and the notion of the child as a deficit (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) is confirmed as all of the qualities and strengths the child brings are overlooked in favour of what the adult has decided is important (Fisher, 2024). There is also language which discusses activities (WG, 2023) which places the focus on the adult being more important and encourages the notion that children cannot be trusted (Mag, 2019) to decide what and how they would like to play (Fisher, 2024) which might lead to the adult interfering (Fisher, 2016).

Given that Flying Start Childcare (WG, 2023) is an intervention to support children to overcome against the odds (WG,2024; Bywaters et al, 2022; Stats Wales, 2023; Mayo and Siraj, 2015) a policy which positions the child as incapable and the role of the adult is to help the child become ‘less deficit’ (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) may not be helpful. 

The previous section analysed the newer, co-constructed policy which has been published by Welsh Government and found encouraging language that presented the child as capable as a threshold concept (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022, Ashworth, 2016) in a suite of documents that are aesthetically positive and accessible (Tinney, 2023). This section will seek to examine the correlations with Italy, particularly the Reggio Emilia region and the influence of Froebel in 19th Century Germany particularly the kindergarten in Thuringia.
The Reggio Emilia region of Italy embraces an approach to early childhood education and was developed by Loris Malaguzzi shortly after World War two. There are key aspects for the approach:
1. Children are seen as capable, curious, and full of potential. 
2. Practitioners act as co-learners and guides rather than traditional instructors. 
3. The learning environment is carefully designed to be engaging and stimulating. 
4. Parents are considered essential partners in the educational process. 
5. Children's work and progress are documented through photographs, videos, and written observations. (Reggio Emilia Approach TM, No date).

The capable and curious child. Waters-Davies and MacDonald (2022) point out that once there is a genuine grasp of the capable child construct then the child cannot be responded to as incapable. In the Reggio Emilia Approach, there is an image of the competent child (Manera, 2022) Children are respected for the knowledge that they bring (Fisher, 2024) and are supported to engage in all-consuming play (Bruce, 1991). The adult carefully plans the environment based on the interests of the child (WG, 2022) allowing time for the child (Clark, 2023) to make decisions and carefully observes (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015) while deciding if stepping in would be helpful as an interaction to move thinking forward (Sylva, 2004) or just interfering (Fisher, 2016) Children are valued and their rights are upheld (Rinaldi, 2020, Franklin, 2001). 


Friedrich Froebel is known as the inventor of the kindergarten (Bruce, 2021) as his approach involved providing ‘a garden for children’. Like The Reggio Emilia Approach the Froebelian Approach is based on a set of principles:
1. Unity and connectedness
2. Autonomous learners
3. The value of childhood in its own right
4. Relationships matter
5. Creativity and the power of symbols
6. The central importance of play
7. Engaging with nature
8. Knowledgeable, nurturing educators. (Tovey, 2017, 2020)

Bruce (2021), Tovey (2017) and Tovey (2020) make strong arguments for embracing the Froebelian principles and embedding them into early years practice in 2025. Hoskins and Smedley (2019) and Smedley and Hoskins (2018) report that by acknowledging the central importance of play and finding a way to protect play the other principles will be seamlessly enacted. A practitioner who values play (Bruce, 1991) and acknowledges a child right to play is a knowledgeable and nurturing educator. They are less likely to be clumsy in the interactions (Fisher, 2016) as they carefully observe (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015) and tune into the child (Fisher, 2016). This practitioner will understand that relationships matter (Hoffman, Cooper & Powell, 2017, Woodhouse, et al 2018) in supporting a child to become autonomous as they know their educator is someone they can trust and turn to if needed (Bruce, 2021)

The Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) project (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2002) evaluated the effectiveness of pre-schools and found that those most effective in supporting children had certain features which strongly correlate to the key aspects of the Reggio Emilia Approach and the Froebelian Principles. There are currently (2025) fifty-three case studies which showcase effective practice in the funded non-maintained nursery sector available on the Estyn website and the approaches outlined in the case studies share similarities with the approaches discussed here.
There are strong examples of similarities between the policy aims of Welsh Government for the Early Childhood Play Learning and Care sector and the Reggio Emilia approach in Italy and the Froebelian Approach. The next section will examine how this policy translates into practice.  

With all two-year-olds soon eligible for childcare (WG, 2022), there will be a short section which examines the key ideas that may be useful to support policy implementation in the way it was intended, and the barriers to this. This section is presented below as ‘big ideas’ and the threats to successful enactment. 

	Big Idea for practice
	Barrier to this

	Supporting exploration.
Exploration is important – it is one of the five developmental pathways (WG, 2022 and 2023) and can support a child to play (Bruce, 1991), develop crucial thinking skills (Sylva, 2004) become autonomous in their learning (Tovey, 2017) and know that the adult is ‘watching over them’ and that they can come in on the circle if needed (Hoffman, Cooper, Powell, 2017).
	Practitioners may struggle with ‘not being busy’ and may interfere (Fisher, 2016). They have always worked in a cycle of ‘next steps’ and observing in an ‘externally passive, internally active’ way is not yet something they have mastered  (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015) If practitioners have not yet become familiar with working in an attachment informed way (Hoffman, Cooper, Powell, 2017) they may also struggle with the child going out to explore as they often like to feel needed by the child (Schaerer, 2018).
A notion that might persist is that children cannot be fully trusted (Mag, 2019)

	Risky play and being outdoors
Welsh Government (2022) includes the outdoors as a specific pedagogy for early years. 24 of the 35 pictures used to illustrate the curriculum involve the outdoors, with over two-thirds of the images highlighting children or learning resources in an outdoor space (Tinney, 2023)
The outdoors provides opportunities for children to engage with nature (Tovey, 2017) and risky play which supports emotional development, social skills and physical health (Hansen Sandester, Kleppe and Ottesen Kennair, 2022) and develop curiosity (van Aswegen and Pendergast 2023, Bjerknes, Wilhelmsen, & Foyn-Bruun 2023)
Outdoor learning can make a real difference to young children’s outcomes and more so for those in “vulnerable” groups (Bilton and Waters, 2017).


	Often the practitioners who work in childcare and early years didn’t have access to nature as children and may not fully understand how to engage with nature (Tinney, 2023)
Inspectorates are key to supporting enactment. They should trust practitioners and not put obstacles in their way (Kay, 2022, Fisher, 2024)

Ernst (2013) found that there were two significant barriers to using natural outdoor spaces: belief regarding difficulty in using natural outdoor settings and belief regarding their relationship to nature.
Davies and Hamilton (2016) found that early year’s practitioners have narrow pre-conceived ideas about who the outdoors benefits: boys; children in socio-economically deprived areas; and children with additional learning needs rather than considering the importance of curiosity (Suardi, Kurniawati and Rachmawati, 2021).


	Threshold concept of the child as a capable learner
‘Capable’ is mentioned 7 times in the 0-3 DPs (WG, 2023) and is a principle of both the Reggio Emilia (Manera, 2022) and Froebelian Approaches (Bruce, 2021)

The true view of the child as capable means that they cannot be viewed as incapable (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022). This means that practitioners start with what the child can do and leverage from there (Farah, 2023). Practitioners meet the child where they are and build on strengths and what the child brings with them (Fisher, 2024).
	‘Capable’ is not mentioned at all in Flying Start Childcare Guidance (WG, 2023) 
Young children are presented as limited and ego centric in the model proposed by Piaget (Wadsworth, 1996) 

Practitioners can only reconstruct their thinking for themselves. They must discard all notions that they hold that a child is incapable and that the adult role is to support them to become less deficit. 
(Neaum, 2016, Meyer & Land, 2003, Kurt, 2022).
Murphy, Greenway and Conn (2024) found that often practitioners struggle to embrace new ways of working and thinking and transpose new ideas onto old ways of working. If they do not manage to develop the threshold concept that children are capable then the deficit model will persist, and this may mean that some children particularly those who are disadvantaged may be inadvertently restricted from play that supports curiosity (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022).



The paper will conclude by considering the next policy to be published by Welsh Government considering the analysis of the views of parents living in poverty and how policy is translated into enactment. 
Welsh Government (2022) have made it clear that the roll out of childcare to all two-year-olds will be through the Flying Start model and that integrity to this model is key (WG, 2022). The Early Childhood Play Learning and Care in Wales team are currently co-constructing a document (forthcoming) to outline assessment arrangements for 0-3 (working title) to accompany the suite of documents already published (WG, 2023, 2023). This document will need to be genuinely co-constructed (Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestley, 2020) and be accessible for practitioners in terms of being published on Hwb, but also accessible in terms of the layout of the document and language used. For the document to be worthwhile it will need to have an aesthetic design (Tinney, 2023) with photographs to illustrate practice and clear expectations for the role of the enabling adult in carrying out assessment of the youngest children (Estyn, 2021). The language used will need to position the child as capable as a threshold concept (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022) so that they are valued for what they bring and not what the adult has deemed important (Fisher, 2024). The framing of the parents as fundamental partners in the assessment journey will be crucial and recognise that even though they may live in poverty they should be valued and not demonised (Lareau, 2018, Cooper, 2021 and Siraj-Blatchford, 2010).
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