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Early Years Curricula 
Section 1
The Welsh early-years curriculum has progressed through three clear phases. Initially, children aged 3 to 7 followed the National Curriculum’s Key Stage 1, a subject-led model focusing on early literacy and numeracy targets. The Foundation Phase followed in 2008 though it was piloted from 2004, which merged Early Years and Key Stage 1 into a single play-based curriculum for all 3 to 7 year-olds. Which was strong at encouraging creativity, imagination and active learning (Welsh Government 2015). In September 2022 the Foundation Phase was replaced by the Curriculum for Wales Framework, created under the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021(Welsh Government ND). The new framework is purpose-led, its first purpose is to develop ambitious, capable learners, and it gives settings flexibility to design personalised learning while retaining play-based ethos.
Section 1 will focus on the Foundation Phase and New Zealand’s Te Whariki Early Years curriculum, Te Whariki was first introduced in 1996 when it was recognised that there was a need for culturally relevant and inclusive early childhood curriculum in New Zealand, it was revised to meet a changing world in 2017 (Preidyte 2024).
Both the Welsh Foundation Phase and New Zealand’s Te Whariki are progressive early years curriculums that emphasise the role of family, community, and relationships in supporting children's learning. However, they differ in their depth of integration, cultural grounding, and practical application of these principles. Both frameworks emphasise the importance of family, community, and relationships. Shelton (2019) found that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), was reflected in both these frameworks, which like the theory, views child development as occurring within interconnected layers of influence, from the immediate family to broader external systems. These frameworks share a commitment to holistic development, child-centred learning, and the active involvement of families. However, they diverge significantly in how they implement these principles, particularly due to cultural, political, and historical differences between Wales and New Zealand.
The Foundation Phase encouraged partnerships with parents and local communities, recognising that effective learning builds on what children experience in their daily lives, the Welsh Government, (2008) and Early Years Alliance (2019) both agree that in some settings parents can be underrepresented but support from families and the wider community can improve educational outcomes for children. The framework promoted play-based activities, outdoor learning, and thematic planning to support cognitive, physical, and social-emotional development. Estyn (2018) found that while practitioners were encouraged to engage families through events, workshops, and regular communication, the success of these relationships varied widely. Challenges included a lack of training for practitioners in family engagement, inconsistent resourcing across local authorities, and a tendency for parental involvement to remain superficial rather than deeply embedded in pedagogical decision-making for an impactful effect of their child’s education (Joshi, Taylor, Wright, 2014).
By contrast, Te Whariki which was first implemented in 1996 and revised in 2017 is considered a deeply relational curriculum that embeds family and community engagement into every area of its framework. Its principles include Whanau Tangata (family and community) and Nga Hononga (relationships), which acknowledge that children’s learning is inseparable from the relationships and cultural contexts that shape them (Ministry of Education, 2017). Ritchie and Rau (2006) found that unlike the Foundation Phase, Te Whariki does not treat family involvement as an external supplement to education but sees families as co-constructors of the curriculum, whose knowledge, culture, and language are essential to planning and assessment. This is particularly evident when Macartney (2011) wrote for an educational conference and found how the curriculum aligns with The Treaty of Waitangi, which mandates equal partnership between Māori and the Crown and ensures biculturalism is a guiding force in early years education.
Practitioners for both frameworks are expected to take on facilitator roles, but their responsibilities differ significantly in complexity, cultural expectation, and depth of engagement. In the Welsh Foundation Phase, practitioners were tasked with creating nurturing, play-rich environments and liaising with parents through informal conversations, learning journeys, and structured events such as stay-and-play sessions (Welsh Government 2015). Jones (2023) found that while these approaches aimed to foster positive relationships, many practitioners reported uncertainty about how to engage meaningfully with families, especially those from ethnically diverse or socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. Furthermore, research from Houlston, Smith and Tippet (2010) found that professional development in this area was often inconsistent and that many practitioners lacked confidence in bridging cultural or ethnic gaps which often led to lack of confidence when supporting learners in the setting. The Curriculum for Wales, which replaced the Foundation Phase in 2022, continues to stress the importance of family and community partnerships but is still in early stages of implementation, and sustained training will be crucial to realising and achieving its goals (Welsh Government, 2022).
By contrast, Te Whariki expects practitioners to act as cultural brokers and relational professionals, teaching principles such as whanau tangata (family and community) and nga hononga (relationships) into everyday practice. Educators are encouraged not just to involve families, but to be involved in the construction and development of the curriculum and experiences with them, particularly in ways that uphold the rights and values of Maori whanau under Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Ministry of Education, 2017). This requires practitioners to undergo ongoing, in-depth professional learning in biculturalism, te reo Maori, and culturally sustaining pedagogies, in 2017 when Te Whariki was revised there was a further push on intentional teaching that encouraged practitioners to join in with play and learning experiences and spend more in depth time scaffolding children’s learning (Hargraves 2020). Research by Ritchie and Skerrett (2014) also highlight the role of relational pedagogy in Te Whariki, where practitioners must engage in genuine, trust-based partnerships that respect children’s whakapapa (genealogy), cultural identity, and community context, however, Fletcher, Ma and Williams (2023) found that often when staff were employed after training, though qualified, were often lacking in bicultural experience and there was a lack of teacher capacity to implement a curriculum. In this sense, the practitioner role in Te Whariki is more ethically and relationally demanding, positioning practitioners as partners rather than educational providers.
The move from Foundation Phase to the Curriculum for Wales in 2022 was significantly influenced by Professor Graham Donaldson’s review of the Foundation Phase with a report titled Successful Futures in 2015 , Taylor, Lewis and Power (2015) who reviewed the report found that it highlighted the need for a more coherent, flexible, and future-facing curriculum. It was recommended that the curriculum enable all learners to become ambitious, capable, and ethically informed citizens (Donaldson, 2015). Yet, while the Curriculum for Wales broadens the emphasis on learner voice and community, it does not embed bicultural principles in the way that New Zealand’s Te Whariki does (Ministry of Education, 2017 and Ritchie and Rau, 2006).
In contrast, Te Whariki, first developed in 1996 and revised in 2017, is deeply rooted in New Zealand’s bicultural commitments under Te Tiriti o Waitangi. It is built upon a philosophical foundation of pluralism, equity, and whanau involvement, ensuring that Maori perspectives, language, and tikanga are not simply added but form the heart of the curriculum (Ministry of Education 2017). Parata (2017) who writes for Birth to 5 matters, looked at the framework's adaptability for diverse communities, and how it stems from its core structure as a woven mat (whariki) metaphorically representing the shared contributions of families, communities, and kaiako (educators) and how it is so important that it all links together for the curriculum to support children to nurture, grow and flourish.
The Foundation Phase in Wales was introduced in 2008 as part of a response to concerns about the over-formalisation of early learning and education. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). It emphasised child-led learning, play and development, drawing from progressive models such as those found in Reggio Emilia. However, its primary focus remained on educational reform rather than a deeper and more overall approach of cultural inclusion (Jones 2023).
These frameworks both also reflect key principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)( UNICEF 1989) ,particularly the right to express views (Article 12), the right to an inclusive and culturally relevant education (Articles 29 and 30), and the right to non-discrimination (Article 2). While both aim to respect children’s voices and identities, Te Whariki offers a more robust model of bicultural practice, aligned with New Zealand’s obligations under the Treaty of Waitangi, whereas the Foundation Phase supports cultural inclusion within the context of Welsh national identity but lacks an equivalent treaty framework.
While both frameworks aim to support inclusive, relationship rich learning environments, they are not interchangeable between countries due to the specific cultural, historical, and political contexts in which they were developed. Attempting to directly transplant Te Whariki into a Welsh context would not only risk cultural misappropriation and misalignment, but also fail to address the specific legal, historical, and educational structures of Wales. Similarly, applying the Foundation Phase model in New Zealand would overlook the treaty-based obligations to Maori as tangata whenua (first peoples) and the deeply relational, bicultural values that underpin early learning in that context (Ministry of Education, 2017), (Jones, 2023).
While the Welsh Foundation Phase and New Zealand’s Te Whariki share common values, their implementation, practitioner expectations, and engagement with family and community differ significantly. Te Whariki stands out for its culturally embedded, relational approach, while the Foundation Phase offered a developmental alternative to formal schooling without fully restructuring practitioner roles or community involvement. These differences underscore the importance of designing a curriculum that reflect local values, histories, communities and relationships, rather than seeking one-size-fits-all solutions in early years education.
Section 2
The concept of the unique child emphasises that every child is a distinct individual with their own experiences, abilities, interests, and developmental steps. This principle is the foundation of early childhood education, particularly within frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS hereafter) in the United Kingdom. According to the EYFS framework, recognising each child as a unique child supports inclusive practices that value diversity and individual potential, promoting resilience, confidence, and self-assurance (Department for Education, 2024). Similarly, in Wales, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings underlines the importance of recognising children as unique individuals whose learning should be nurtured through responsive, child-centred approaches that support well-being and development (Welsh Government, 2022). By viewing children as capable and competent learners from birth, practitioners can create a foundation for lifelong learning and well-being (Nutbrown, 2012), setting children on the path not only to academic success but lifelong achievements.
Both the Welsh Government (2022) and The Department for Education (2024) (England) claim that assessment is essential in early years education as it provides a foundation for understanding and supporting each child’s learning and development. Effective assessment can support practitioners in identifying children’s strengths, interests, and areas where additional support may be needed, allowing for tailored, responsive teaching (Department for Education, 2024). It is not about formal testing, but rather about ongoing observation and informed professional judgment, which are crucial in planning meaningful learning experiences (Drummond, 2012). In Wales, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings also emphasises the importance of observation-based assessment, noting that it should be used to build a holistic picture of the child to support progression and well-being (Welsh Government, 2022). Without assessment, practitioners risk overlooking developmental delays or failing to extend learning opportunities and experiences. When done well, assessment is a powerful tool to ensure equity, inclusion, and the best opportunities for all young children to meet these best possible outcomes.
As part of the Foundation Phase that was introduced to Wales in 2008 the assessment procedure that accompanied it was Child Development Assessment Profile (CDAP hereafter) which was the baseline assessment tool used to evaluate children's abilities and development within the first six weeks of entering Reception Year. It assessed children in areas such as Personal and Social Development, Language and Literacy, Mathematical Development, and Physical Development. The CDAP was designed to be a holistic assessment, gathering information through observations and other formative assessments across the Foundation Phase areas of learning (Welsh Government 2017).
CDAP supports the concept of the unique child by promoting an approach to assessment that acknowledges and responds to the individual developmental steps, strengths, and needs of each child. Introduced as part of the Foundation Phase in Wales in 2008, the CDAP was designed to be a baseline, formative assessment used within the first six weeks of a child entering Reception Year (Welsh Government, 2017). Unlike more formal, summative forms of assessment, CDAP gathers insights primarily through observation and child-led activities, allowing practitioners to build a rich understanding of the child in context. This method directly supports the concept of the unique child, which is central to early years pedagogies in Wales, recognising that children develop at different rates and in different ways. CDAP reflects the inclusive and child-centred values promoted by the Foundation Phase, valuing not just cognitive progress, but also emotional and social development, which are essential to understanding the child as a whole. This view is supported by Miller and Pound (2010), who argue that meaningful assessment should be rooted in professional judgement and sensitive observation rather than standardised testing. Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) reinforces the importance of recognising each child as an individual, with assessment practices that are responsive, developmentally appropriate, and supportive of well-being.
However, CDAP has not been without criticism. Some practitioners found the tool to be time-consuming and administratively heavy, especially when managing large class sizes (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Additionally, while the CDAP aimed to offer a holistic picture, critics have argued that baseline assessments, even when observational, risk narrowing practice if they become checklist-driven or overly focused on measurable outcomes and not natural independent development (Bradbury, 2011). Such tools may unintentionally lead to labelling children at an early age, particularly if practitioners are not adequately trained in interpreting child development in a balanced way. Therefore, while CDAP has significant value in supporting the unique child, it must be implemented with a reflective, critical approach that prioritises professional judgment and experience.
CDAP uses the process of observation to assess but is has been argued whether it is the best tool to get a clear assessment of a child’s development. Observation relies heavily on the skill, knowledge, experience and awareness of the practitioner, and can be subjective if not supported by consistent development and training (Carr and Lee, 2012). Furthermore, Robson and Hargreaves (2005) claim that in settings with high adult-to-child ratios or limited planning time, effective observation can be difficult to maintain consistently. Birth to 5 matters (2021) claims the tool of observation is the key to effective early years practice and is widely regarded as one of the most effective forms of assessment in early childhood education, as it allows practitioners to gather rich, contextualised, and ongoing insights into children's development, interests, and learning processes. Through observing children in natural play and social interactions, educators can assess not just what children know, but how they learn, providing a fuller picture than standardised tests or one-off tasks (Hernandez 2024). This method aligns with child-centred pedagogies and supports the principle of the unique child, as outlined in frameworks such as the EYFS (Department for Education, 2021) and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which emphasise responsive, formative assessment. Therefore, while observation may not be perfect, it remains one of the most authentic and developmentally appropriate forms of assessment in the early years when used skilfully and in combination with other methods. As Nutbrown (2011) argues, observation is most powerful when it is part of a reflective and ethical practice that places the child’s voice and experience at the centre of learning.
The role of the adult in the CDAP process is central, as it is practitioners who are responsible for observing, recording, and interpreting children's development in a holistic and meaningful way. CDAP relies heavily on professional judgement and skilled observation, meaning adults must be familiar to each child's behaviour, interests, and learning style across all areas of development, including personal, social, language, physical, and maths (Russell and Mcguigan 2011). Drummond (2012) describes the adult’s role as active interpreters of children's learning, using their knowledge of child development to assess progress and identify appropriate next steps. Tassoni (2013) recognised that this aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which emphasises the critical role of close relationships such as that between practitioner and child in supporting development within real-life contexts. Nutbrown (2011) notes, assessment in early years should involve sensitive listening and reflection, enabling practitioners to build a picture of the whole child rather than reducing learning to isolated outcomes.
However, the nature of CDAP has also been criticised for being highly dependent on practitioner skill, experience, time, and training. Inconsistencies in observation quality, unconscious bias, and pressures to complete administrative tasks can all impact the reliability and depth of assessments (Bradbury, 2025). Some argue that without clear moderation or shared standards, assessments risk becoming overly subjective or inconsistent in settings and between settings, potentially disadvantaging certain children (Blaise & Nuttall, 2011). Potentially, in under-resourced settings with high adult-to-child ratios, practitioners may struggle to engage in the kind of in-depth, reflective practice that CDAP ideally requires and recommends ( Russell and Mcguigan 2011). While the adult’s role in CDAP is theoretically good, its effectiveness was ultimately dependant on wider structural and professional factors that can either support or constrain high-quality assessment.
In conclusion, the Child Development Assessment Profile (CDAP) represents a well-intentioned effort to support the concept of the unique child through holistic, observation-based assessment rooted in the Foundation Phase. However, its success is heavily reliant on the skill, training, and conditions of the adults implementing it. While observation remains one of the most effective and authentic means of early years assessment, its subjectivity and dependency on practitioner capacity allow potential challenges, particularly in under-resourced settings. While CDAP offers valuable tools for understanding and supporting each child’s development, its implementation must be thoughtfully and reflectively managed. Ensuring continued professional development, adequate staffing, and shared moderation practices will be essential in preserving integrity and supporting truly inclusive, meaningful assessment for all children that allows for development and potentials to be reached.
Section 3
Can Family Engagement and the Community Support children’s outcomes in the Early Years?
The Importance of Family Engagement
The early years of a child's life are a period of rapid growth and development, setting the stage for future learning, behaviour, and health. While formal early childhood education plays a crucial role, it is the partnership between families, communities, and educators that truly enhances a child's developmental outcomes. The question is not just if families and the community can support children’s outcomes in the Early Years, but how they can do so, and why their involvement is indispensable. Families provide the emotional security, language exposure, and foundational learning experiences that shape a child's readiness for school. Communities, meanwhile, offer safe environments, cultural resources, and support services that contribute to a child's broader social and cognitive development. Evidence from research carried out by Bond, Moore, and Hawkins (2024) at primary schools in Wales that were participating in the Welsh Local Government-funded School Holiday Enrichment Programme highlights that in areas of socioeconomic deprivation, parental engagement with children’s learning particularly when supported by inclusive, community-focused schools can mitigate the impact of disadvantage and foster positive educational outcomes. Their study calls for a more holistic understanding of parental involvement, which extends beyond attending school events to include home-based learning, emotional support, and community participation. This reinforces the idea that early years development thrives best when nurtured by strong, collaborative networks between the home, the setting, and the wider community.
Families are a child’s first educator. From birth, parents and carers provide the foundational experiences that shape a child’s cognitive, emotional, and social development. Research consistently shows that active parental involvement positively influences children's early learning outcomes. For example, the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study in the UK found that parental involvement was more important than the school itself in shaping academic outcomes for children aged 3–7 (Sylva et al, 2004) and further found that parental engagement could reduce the impact of a child coming from a disadvantaged background.
Community as a Supportive Network
Beyond the family unit, the broader community plays a vital role. A child who grows up in a supportive community can benefit from a wider range of experiences, resources, and relationships. Community centres, libraries, local parks, and early childhood services create environments where young children can explore, interact with others, and develop social skills in safe, enriching spaces. These community-based opportunities are especially important in promoting social inclusion and bridging developmental gaps for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. According to Sylva et al (2010), access to high-quality community services and neighbourhood resources significantly contributes to improved cognitive and social outcomes in the early years, particularly when combined with parental engagement and early education. Restle (2018) explores Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and how it underlines the significance of the microsystem and the importance of family and community as primary influencers of a child’s development. This framework reminds us that a child’s outcomes are shaped not just by what happens in the home or nursery, but by the quality and consistency of the interactions across these settings and the key adults.
Building Partnerships Between Families, Educators, and Communities
Successful early years support relies on strong partnerships between educators, families, and communities. When practitioners collaborate with parents, sharing observations, setting goals together, and maintaining open communication, children benefit from a coherent and holistic approach to learning. Initiatives such as home visits, stay-and-play sessions, and parent workshops strengthen these connections. According to Whalley and Green (2017) who looked into a shared approach to learning, building trusting and respectful relationships with families is a cornerstone of effective early years practice, enabling practitioners to better understand children’s needs and support their development in meaningful, context-specific ways. Engaging families as active participants rather than passive recipients fosters a shared responsibility for learning. According to the Department for Education (2021), effective partnership working is central to high-quality early years provision, improving not only educational outcomes but also health and well-being. A collaborative approach ensures that children’s needs are met more fully, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds or with additional needs. This is further supported by Estyn(2020) who states that “community schools promote the value of lifelong learning, and build confidence, resilience and self-esteem in pupils, parents and the community.” These relationships help to support children reaching their academic potential.
Other countries such as Canada, have programs called Aboriginal Head Start which have shown that when Indigenous families and communities lead early years initiatives, children experience gains in school readiness and emotional well-being (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2017).There are similar results from Finland who emphasise collaboration between families and educators through personalised learning plans and integrated support services, contributing to improved cognitive and social development (Karila, 2008).
Gov.Wales (2024) has found that Community and School engagement officers improved attendance, family engagement and made school settings a much more positive place to be and are investing a further £1.5m to support learners and attendance in schools with additional Family Engagement Officers ( FEO). Play Wales (2023) found that by communities being involved in children’s education and wellbeing it had a positive effect on families disadvantaged by poverty and families that had suffered historic or more recent trauma.
Ultimately, supporting children in the early years is a collective responsibility. Families can provide love, routines, and values, communities offer spaces and services, educators bring professional knowledge and often experience. Together, they can form a powerful network that nurtures and equips children for lifelong learning. As we continue to strive for equitable and high-quality early years experiences, recognising the role of families and communities together is essential. By investing in these relationships and fostering a culture of shared responsibility, we lay the strongest foundation possible for every child's future. As Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) highlight, effective early years provision is built not only on quality pedagogy but also on the strength of the relationships between home, setting, and the broader community each playing a complementary role in promoting children’s holistic development.
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