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The challenges of implementing play-based curricula.

Part 1 
[bookmark: _Int_LMBDhytE][bookmark: _Int_xpa910ik]Education is the process of acquiring knowledge, skills, and values. Education is important for a multitude of reasons; it empowers individuals with the ability to learn and grasp the knowledge and skills necessary to navigate through life and allows individuals to pursue their ambitions and contribute to society UNICEF (2024). Education also promotes critical thinking, problem-solving, and creative thinking. It increases personal growth and self-awareness Hennah (2019). A curriculum is a planned framework that organizes the educational experience; it outlines what the practitioner needs to understand and what should be taught, how it should be taught, and how the learning will be assessed. Curricula vary depending on the goals and priorities of the educational system and the students. It will entail subjects, teaching methods, and assessment policy. Education and curriculum are essential elements of any society, playing a fundamental role in shaping individuals and communities. 
[bookmark: _Int_yvuqvHcc][bookmark: _Int_AQmee6vL]A play-based curriculum is an educational approach that focuses on learning through play. It is recognized as a fundamental and natural way of learning, allowing children to explore, discover, and start to make sense of the world around them The Education Endowment Foundation (2025). In this specific type of curriculum, educators provide environments and experiences that will encourage children to engage in varied forms of play including imaginative play, construction play, and outdoor play. All these activities are designed to be engaging, enjoyable, and educational for children whilst promoting cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development. The practitioner's role in a play-based curriculum is to facilitate and enhance children's learning by providing resources, asking open-ended questions allowing children to play and learn themselves, the curriculum is flexible to allow children to access learning in a nonstructural way increasing learning opportunities. 
This assignment will consist of critically analyzing the challenges of implementing play-based curricula, considering the concept of the ‘unique child’ while evaluating methods of assessment, progress tracking or age and stage related development models within play-based curricula. Finally included will be a Blog suitable for professional publication while considering implementing a play-based curriculum.



The first curriculum chosen is Forest Schools; Forest schools are entirely outdoors, and nature based while emphasizing risk taking and building resilience, they are known for placing their learners at the heart of the experience while nurturing emotional, social, physical, and cognitive growth through play Forest Schools Association (2025) The Forest schools concept gained more popularity in 1993. Children are encouraged to follow their interests and make their own choices, increasing their ability to reflect on their learning, while aiming to foster a deep connection with nature and the outdoors, supporting a sense of calm and wonder allowing the children to understand that nature is not just a backdrop it is a co-teacher. Forest Schools welcomes appropriate risk-taking as a tool for building confidence, independence, and problem-solving skills. It is important to allow adults to guide children in assessing risk, learning, and developing resilience in a safe and supportive setting whilst also nurturing the children, Forest schools' practitioners are trained to observe, guide and scaffold learning without directing it Forest School Blog (2023). Forest schools should not be a one-off outdoor lesson; it is a sustained approach that supports long-term development through frequent sessions in nature, allowing a non-structured way of learning increases freedom that supports creativity, curiosity, and intrinsic motivation. Forest schools strongly emphasis and considers the unique child, this is done by encouraging child-led learning, allowing risk-taking while providing a natural environment enriched with a stimulating learning environment that caters to different learning styles Forest School Finder (2025). 

[bookmark: _Int_53RSKNsJ]The second curriculum chosen is Foundation phase; Foundation phase has set out expected standards of children's performances, meaning that this curriculum is very structured; this includes skill ladders and baseline/ summative assessments, foundation phase was introduced into schools in 2008. The key principles are through each of the seven areas of learning Department of Education (2025), this curriculum establishes what children should be taught yet also emphasizes a holistic approach to learning, the curriculum is designed to support holistic development by integrating various aspects of a child's growth into a comprehensive educational experience, the curriculum blends different areas of learning such as personal and social development, language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical development and much more. A considerable amount of focus is placed on the emotional, social, and physical well-being of a child NSPCC Learning (2025). Learning activities should be designed to promote self-esteem, confidence, and positive relationships which are all critical for overall development. Children are also encouraged to be active in their learning, allowing them to learn in a hands-on approach. Opportunities for creative expression should always be offered throughout the curriculum, to encourage these activities such as music, drama, imaginative play which fosters self- expression, and innovation should be offered at all ages. The curriculum is play-based and inclusive, meaning that children who have additional learning needs are considered and support early identification of needs, although all needs are met Foundation phase curriculum do use some form of categorization via skill ladders and outcomes leaving children to be put into categories there is a foundation phase handbook that outlines all of the purposes of Foundation Phase (Wales) curriculum  Welsh Government(2017).  
There are many similarities and differences between Forest Schools and Foundation Phase (Wales). The setting and environment for both curricular are extremely different, forest schools primarily take place in a nature environment such as woodland, forest and other green areas, where as Foundation phase typically based in a classroom or another indoor setting. Most Forest schools are based in Scandinavia, meaning they have wider access to outdoor areas to be used to learn, while Foundation phase is in Wales where in some cases not all schools will have access to nearby woodland or a safe outdoor environment particularly urban area. Both curriculars have different approaches to learning; Forest schools emphasize experimental learning using a hands-on approach in nature while focusing on building confidence and independence through risk-taking, while Foundation phase uses a combination of play-based learning, structured activities and teacher led instruction, there are two differences in the approaches both curricular use for learning, while foundation phase use structured activities that is not a way of learning Forest Schools would use, they have a much more open and child-led way of learning, Activates for Forest schools are often spontaneous while foundation phase follow a structured framework with specific goals and outcomes Forest Research (2025). Assessments are often informal and rely on observational methods within Forest Schools mostly relying on a child’s personal and social development more than their educational development, whilst Foundation phase include formal tracking such as assessments to track a child’s educational progress Foundation Years (2025). Another difference between both curriculars is the role of the Educator. A Forest Schools Educator acts as a supporting adult while guiding the children’s learning, allowing the children to take the lead. Foundation phase Educators are Teachers they play a more directive role, while they plan and deliver lessons aiming for all children to learning the same set of skills to be assessed on. 
Despite their differences both Forest Schools and Foundation Phase (Wales) do have some similarities, both curriculums use play-based learning, they both emphasizes the importance of play as a key method of learning play is seen as a crucial way for children to explore, experiment and develop important life skills whist being child-led. Both curriculums aim to encourage a holistic approach to support development of the child, including their cognitive growth, a child-centered approach is also used by both curricular recognizing the importance of considering the individual needs and interests of a child also both considering the unique child and how they need to be supported to increase their chances of learning and developing. Reckers-Power (2022) believes that there is a positive in combining forest schools with other curriculums, providing experience-based learning opportunities for all children. 
As mentioned above both curricular have their differences and similarities, Forest Schools curricular would struggle to be fully implemented into Wales as there are limitations on how Wales can replicate the full curricular, Wales in more urban areas would not have the space or capacity to replicate the outdoor areas that Forest schools have in Scandinavia, while Wales have started to replicate some of the Forest schools principles not all will be able to be fulfilled, Wales Education is stretched to the maximum with providing the correct ratio of staff into schools, engaging in more Forest schools activities would mean more staff needed as most schools would have to leave school grounds, this would not be possible to many schools are they do not have the capacity of staff to comply with the regulations, class sizes in the UK in general are much bigger than most other areas so taking a class of a large size out becomes almost impossible.  
To conclude, while both Forest Schools and Foundation Phase (Wales) curriculums are quite different they both have their similarities also, if possible, it would be beneficial to include ways of learning from forest schools into any other curriculum as it would developmentally benefit all children. Curriculums are extremely important as they shape how children learn and how they carry on learning through education or life experiences, if a curriculum is not correct for a child, they may miss out on learning experiences and not develop correctly leading them to be at a disadvantage just become the curriculum does not work for them. 












Considering The Unique Child 
Part 2
The unique child is a concept used to refer to children as being recognized and valued as individual students with their own distinct set of skills, strengths, and needs. Emphasizing that every child is different and requires personalized support and attention to thrive academically, socially, and emotionally Teach Early Years (2025). All children develop in different ways and at different times it is not a linear or automatic process, it can depend on each child and the opportunities they have to interact in positive relationships and enabling environments that will encourage the child engagement and recognize their strengths and help with their weaknesses, all children are curious learners and will interact with others in the world around them in their own individual ways, the way we understand and help the unique child is how they will progress and develop to their highest standard Birth to 5 Matters (2025). 
In education, the term of assessment is the process of gathering and analyzing information about what students know, understand, and can do. It helps practitioners and teachers understand how the students are progressing or how they are struggling; this will then help the practitioners or teachers adjust their teaching methods and provide feedback to students. Assessments can be taken in many different forms including tests, quizzes or just simply observing Birth to 5 Matters (2025).
Making sure to consider the unique child whilst doing an assessment is crucial because it ensures that evaluations are fair, accurate, and relevant for each student. Being able to recognize individual differences in learning styles, abilities and backgrounds allows educators to tailor assessment methods and provide appropriate support, fostering a more inclusive and effective learning environment for all students Teach Early Years (2025). 
In Wales, the concept of the ‘unique child’ is central to the education philosophy, emphasizing that each learner is an individual with both distinct needs and strengths. This is deeply embedded in the Curriculum for Wales Twinkl (2025), which aims to provide a personalized and flexible approach to education, trying to move away from a one-size fits all approach. The Curriculum promotes the idea that learning experiences should be tailored to suit the individual needs of each child, fostering their holistic development. Supporting Vygotsky’s theory, which highlights the importance of social interaction and cultural context in learning. Vygotsky argued that children learn best when they are supported by more knowledgeable others within zone of proximal development SimplyPsychology (2025). The concept of ‘unique child’ means that educators should understand each child’s background, experiences, and individual learning style to provide the appropriate scaffolding and support, this ensures that every child can access the curriculum and make progress at their own pace. 
Observation is an assessment method within Forest Schools, aligning seamlessly within its ethos of child-led learning and holistic development. Unlike traditional assessments that rely on standardized tests, observation in Forest Schools involves educators attentively watching and documenting children’s behaviors and engagement in the natural environment, Neaum(2016). The value of observation lies in its ability to capture authentic learning moments that might be missed in a traditional way of assessing. Educators can witness firsthand how children problem-solve, collaborate, take risks, and express creativity while interacting with natural materials and obstacles. Moreover, Forest schools are a continuous and formative process; educators use their observations to inform future planning and adapt activities to meet the evolving needs and interests of the children attending. By reflecting observations, educators can identify areas where a child may need additional support or encouragement, allowing a personalized learning experience. This approach not only supports individual growth but also cultivates a deeper connection between the child, the educator and the natural world, forest schools can create a nurturing environment where every child’s unique potential is recognized and celebrated Learning in Leaves (2025). 
[bookmark: _Int_yNHdM579][bookmark: _Int_mKiEiqdB]In Wales, the Foundation Phase emphasizes play-based learning for children aged 3-7. Assessment methods are designed to be holistic, focusing on the child’s development across the seven areas of learning according to the Welsh Government (2015). Observation is key, with educators noting children’s progress during activities. Formative assessment is continuous, informing daily planning and support. Teachers use brief written records and photographs to track development. They can also engage with children's conversations to understand their learning; this will provide learning for both teachers and pupils. Summative assessments are less formal than in later education stages but are still important; they involve compiling evidence of a child’s achievements to provide a comprehensive picture of a child’s progress at the end of each stage Hwb (2024). The focus should always be on supporting individual growth of all children ready for future learning. 
[bookmark: _Int_0Na4GHwJ][bookmark: _Int_6InWimCw][bookmark: _Int_MdXjOk9v]Forest Schools are known for their outdoor learning environments, offering unique assessment methods especially when it comes to ALN or Neurodiverse children Forest Research (2025). These assessments are separate from the traditional classroom or assessment approaches, emphasizing holistic development and personal growth through nature-based activities. These assessments rely critically on observational techniques, practitioners observe children engaging in different activities such as building shelters using their problem- solving skill, teamwork and allowing themselves to react using their emotional responses. This assessment method can be especially beneficial for children who are Neurodiverse, who may struggle with traditional assessment or teaching methods children who are Neurodiverse seem to cope better in a hands-on, sensory-rich environment Hertfordshire Government (2025). There are challenges to using this assessment method. This method relies on observations, interpretations can vary, potentially leading to inconsistent and biased evaluations. Making sure observations are consistent and reliable is crucial for fair assessments. In addition, forest schools promote self-assessment and reflection; children are encouraged to evaluate their own experiences allowing self-awareness and metacognitive skills. For Additional Learning Needs (ALN) children, this can allow them to feel empowered, recognizing their own strengths. Although this is great for some ALN children it will not work with all, one size does not fit all, there may be barriers that get in the way such as communication. Making sure that the teacher knows the children and how they communicate is crucial to being able to assess the child.
[bookmark: _Int_wGqJfiUb]The Foundation phase for Wales emphasizes learning through play and exploration, the play-based approach can be highly beneficial for children with ALN, allowing them to engage in learning experiences that cater to their individual needs and learning style Waters (2016). The focus on holistic development covers areas such as social development, language, literacy, and mathematics. However, challenges ensure fair access and support for all ALN children within the foundation phase. Teacher training and early identification of specific needs are critical factors, a lack of adequate resources can hinder the provision of necessary support such as specialized equipment and additional support. Insufficient teacher training can result in educators feeling unequipped to address the diverse needs of ALN or Neurodiverse children. While the Foundation Phase Wales can provide a positive and inclusive assessment method for children with ALN, ongoing evaluation and adaptation are necessary to address these challenges and ensure that all children can thrive. 
Both assessment types support the concept of the unique child, trying to support them with their specific learning needs and style, they emphasize recognizing and valuing the child, tailoring educational experiences to foster their personal growth and development. Forest schools, with their emphasis on observational assessments, inherently acknowledge the unique ways in which children interact with and learn from the natural environment. Similarly, the Foundation phase in Wales, with its play-based curriculum and emphasis on holistic development, aims to cater to the unique child. 
To conclude Forest schools, take an observational approach when it comes to assessing children, keeping in mind that all children are different and need tailored ways of learning and being assed. All ALN children are considered, making sure they can thrive in their learning environment. Foundation phase in Wales explores learning through play-based activities, encouraging all children including ALN and other children with learning needs to engage in activities while focusing on the child’s holistic development. 



Part 3
Would you like your children to sit in a classroom all day? 
[bookmark: _Int_3UeI71ex][bookmark: _Int_kRk15J39]As someone who works in an education setting i have gained the knowledge and understanding of how important it is to get children out into the outdoors environment whenever possible. Outdoor environments are beneficial to help children develop in all areas, enriching their educational experiences far beyond the enclosure of the classroom. Forest Schools are known for their passion to learn outdoors, it originated in the UK in the 1990s when staff from Bridgewater College visited Denmark. The staff observed a Danish pre-school, that emphasizes outdoor play and nature education, this quickly led to the first forest school establishment in the UK. It has since evolved into a network of educational practices that concentrate on child-centered, play-based learning in natural environments of Forest Schools Association (2025). [image: ]





How can children learn outdoors?                                 Acorns (2025)
When linked to the curriculum, the outdoors becomes a dynamic extension of learning, fostering a deeper engagement and understanding. This is extremely important for children aged 3-7. For example, a science lesson on ecosystems comes to life when you are directly learning from the source, being outdoors observing plants, insects, and their natural habitats. Children who start school at 3 are not able to sit on the carpet and learn their numbers while you sit there repeating them, Math’s lessons become more interesting and memorable when you take the children outdoors and help them learn their numbers by drawing a hopscotch on the floor, making learning more enjoyable . Children are far more likely to learn and develop those skills if they are enjoying themselves. Outdoor learning promotes physical health and well-being, improving motor skills through active exploration. Social skills are also enhanced as children work together in group projects, learning to communicate, problem solve, and learning to work together in diverse environments.         [image: ]

                                  Hope is all you need (2025)                 
Benefits of outdoor learning.
Improved academic performance
[bookmark: _Int_PsDbPn8k] Studies have shown that children who learn outdoors often do better in subjects including maths, science, and reading due to experiencing hands on activities making learning more memorable Gov.uk (2016). 
Enhanced Engagement and Motivation 
Learning outdoors is fun and exciting for children. It sparks curiosity and encourages children to actively participate in their own hands-on learning. 
Increased Physical Activity and Health 
Outdoor learning allows children to get moving, which is great for their physical health. It can also help improve their motor skills, coordination, and balance RISE Early Learning (2025). 
Better Social and Emotional Development
Outdoor activities often involve teamwork and cooperation, which helps children develop important social skills. Being in nature can also reduce stress and improve overall well-being. 
Stronger connection to nature 
[bookmark: _Int_dcO3WwxO]Not only is it important for children to develop a deeper appreciation for nature and the outside world, but it can also be a fantastic way to use natural resources available to us all to learn. It is important that we teach children how to care for and protect the environment, for all future generations to also be able to enjoy. 
Increased Creativity and Imagination 
[bookmark: _Int_ii1KC3kn]The outdoors provides a rich and stimulating environment that can spark children’s imagination while encouraging them to think creatively. There are no rule books on how you should interact with a stick, or a rock, or a puddle, so children must use their imaginations to come up with games, stories, and uses for natural materials around them. [image: ]



                       Forest Schools Associations (2025)
How do we implement outdoor learning in our schools? 

Intergrating outdoor learning into UK schools is not as easy as it would be somewhere like Scandinavia, we simply do not have the correct outdoor environments to use, most UK schools are in urban areas leaving it unlikely to represent an outdoor environment like Scandinavia. [image: ]








                  Teach Early Years (2025)
[bookmark: _Int_rr0cri6w]UK schools should conduct an audit of their outdoor spaces, identify potential learning areas, and assess the need for improvements. This might involve creating designated outdoor classrooms, developing nature trails or establishing school gardens, whilst doing all of this it is crucial when you can to involve the children, ask them to help create outdoor spaces this will help with their motor skills, building new areas and dens. 

Finding the time to implement outdoor learning? 
[bookmark: _Int_lA2SthWZ]Overcoming barriers such as time, staff, and knowledge can be difficult. Time constraints can be overcome by implementing outdoor activities into already existing lesson plans, instead of treating outdoor activities as sperate lessons teachers can adapt their curriclum to incorporate outdoor elements. 
Staff knowledge can be enhanced through professional development and training opportunities. Workshops, courses, and online resources can provide teachers with the knowledge and skills needed to plan and implement engaging learning experiences. 
How does the outdoors improve children’s development? 

· The outdoors offers a dynamic enviorment that enhances aspects of children's development. Unlike structured traditional indoor environments, the outdoor world offers unique opportunities for physical activity, sensory exploration, cognitive growth, and social- emotional learning. These experiences contribute to holistic and well-rounded development. 
· One of the primary benefits of outdoor learning is the promotion of physical health. Outdoor spaces encourage children to engage in active activities such as running, jumping, climbing, and exploring. These activities help develop gross motor skills, coordination, and balance. The freedom to move and explore in open spaces fosters a sense of physical competence and confidence, encouraging children to adopt an active lifestyle from an early age Unicef(2025).
· Cognitive development is also significantly enhanced through outdoor learning. Outdoor learning environments provide opportunities for hands-on, experimental learning that is difficult to replicate in a classroom. 
· Risk taking is important for children’s development. Being allowed to climb trees or roll downhill enhances a child’s motor skills. Promoting children to be physically active will not only help them physically but will also have a great impact on their resilience, creativity, and social skills Unicef(2025).

[bookmark: _Int_7goa4kLK][bookmark: _Int_RCLUFVES]To conclude, let’s help the youngest generation learn in a more enjoyable and intriguing way! Talk to your family, friends, and colleagues to spread the word about having children engage in more activities outdoors! Children should not be caged up all day in traditional classrooms, their brains need to be active and inquisitive, i know i would not like to be inside four walls every day for 5 days a week, would you? 
[image: ]






[bookmark: _Int_hk5RS1lK] BBC (2025). 
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