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Curriculum is more than a simple list of subjects or content for children to learn (Bovill, 2021; OECD, 2020). Within the Curriculum for Wales, emphasis is placed on the holistic development of the child through learner-centred and play-based approaches. Similarly, Green (2022) and Pacala (2023) argue that curriculum should not be viewed solely as a programme of study, but as a concept, a practice and a field of study that involves both children and practitioners in creating meaningful learning experiences. These perspectives challenge narrow interpretations of curriculum and position children as active participants in their learning.

The concept of curriculum has evolved significantly over time. Traditionally, curriculum was associated with approaches in which teachers transmitted knowledge and children received it passively. This is reflected in Murray's (2022) discussion of earlier definitions of curriculum, including Kerr's (1968, p. 16) description of curriculum as ‘all the learning which is planned and guided’. In contrast, contemporary approaches increasingly recognise children as active contributors to their own learning. Current understandings of early years curriculum have been influenced by theorists including Froebel, Montessori and Isaacs, who advocated child-centred learning and the importance of responding to children's interests and developmental needs (Campbell-Barr and Tregenza, 2023; Sakr and Kaur, 2024).

Despite the growing emphasis on play-based and child-centred approaches, their successful implementation depends upon practitioners having access to professional learning, resources and support. This assignment critically examines play-based curricula in early childhood education through consideration of the Unique Child, exploring whether practitioners have equitable access to professional learning opportunities and how variations in support may influence pedagogical practice.


From 1988, Wales followed the Education Reform Act 1988, which introduced a statutory curriculum for England and Wales while allowing teachers some autonomy over how learning was taught (Daugherty and Elfed-Owens, 2003; Evans, 2021). However, concerns emerged regarding its prescriptive nature and limited learner choice. In response, the Foundation Phase was introduced in 2008, replacing more formal approaches with a developmental, experiential and play-based curriculum designed to support children's holistic development (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016).
Despite these reforms, questions remained regarding the suitability of the curriculum for preparing children for contemporary society. Consequently, the Welsh Government commissioned Professor Graham Donaldson to undertake a review of curriculum and assessment arrangements. His Successful Futures report proposed a curriculum centred on four purposes, six Areas of Learning and Experience, and an increased emphasis on skills such as digital competence (Donaldson, 2015; Senedd Research, 2019). These recommendations informed the development of Curriculum for Wales and sought to provide greater flexibility for practitioners when designing learning experiences.
The introduction of Curriculum for Wales increased the importance of professional learning, as practitioners were expected to adapt their knowledge and practice to support curriculum implementation (Evans, 2023; Estyn, 2025). However, Hughes and Lewis (2020) argue that greater professional autonomy may be challenging without sufficient knowledge and support. Similarly, Gatley and Oostendorp-Godfrey (2026) identify curriculum implementation as a complex process, suggesting that effective reform depends upon ongoing professional learning and practitioner confidence.


Although originating in Reggio Emilia, Italy, the Reggio Emilia approach is internationally recognised as an influential model of early childhood education (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 1998; Gardner and Jones, 2016; Rinaldi, 2021). Developed following the Second World War, it is founded on the belief that children are competent and capable learners. Practitioners are viewed as co-learners who develop understanding alongside children through observation, inquiry and collaboration (Rinaldi, 2021; McNally and Slutsky, 2017). While the approach emerged through the collective efforts of parents and the local community, Loris Malaguzzi is widely recognised as the key figure in shaping its educational philosophy (Edwards and Gandini, 2018; Landi and Pintus, 2022). Influenced by theorists such as Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, the approach emphasises social interaction, active learning and children's meaning-making (Cameron, 2024).
Professional learning within Reggio Emilia is viewed as an ongoing process embedded within everyday practice, whereby educators continuously refine their understanding through reflection, observation and experience (Talwelkar, Uppal and Thakarar, 2024). Giamminuti and Merewether (2023) argue that the approach challenges traditional educational practices and encourages new ways of thinking for both children and practitioners. Consequently, educators engage in pedagogical documentation, collaborative dialogue and reflective practice to inform future learning experiences. However, implementing Reggio Emilia principles can be demanding. Guo and Rouse (2025) suggest that successful adoption requires educator commitment, adequate resources and sustained professional development. Similarly, Macy, Harshbarger, Burke and Neukirch (2026) argue that professional learning develops through ongoing participation and reflection rather than formal training alone. Therefore, the effectiveness of Reggio Emilia depends upon practitioners having sufficient time, resources and opportunities to engage in collaborative reflection and professional growth.

While Jones (2025) explains that the Curriculum for Wales was influenced by educational models such as the Reggio Emilia approach, important differences remain between the two. Despite sharing child-centred and holistic principles, several authors argue that cultural and contextual factors can make the implementation of Reggio-inspired practices challenging in both Wales and other international settings (Aljabreen, 2020; Alsedrani, 2020; Chiwamba, 2016). 
One key difference can be seen in approaches to professional learning. In Wales, practitioners are encouraged to enhance their professional development through national policies, guidance and support programmes, highlighting the importance of structured frameworks in supporting curriculum reform (Jones and Evans, 2023). In contrast, Giamminuti, Merewether and Blaise (2023) describe professional learning within Reggio Emilia as an ongoing process developed through daily interactions, dialogue, reflection and pedagogical documentation. Consequently, professional learning in Reggio Emilia can be viewed as less structured and more practice-led than the nationally coordinated approach adopted in Wales. 
Both approaches also value reflection. However, reflective practice in Wales is often linked to curriculum implementation and improvement (Grigg et al., 2024), whereas Leggett (2025) describes reflection in Reggio Emilia as an ongoing cycle of observation and documentation that generates new knowledge and understanding. While Wales' formalised approach may provide greater consistency and clearer expectations, Reggio Emilia's reflective and practice-led model may allow greater responsiveness to children's individual needs. 
This difference may influence how practitioners engage with professional learning, as Welsh practitioners are supported through national guidance, whereas Reggio Emilia practitioners are expected to construct professional knowledge through ongoing inquiry and collaboration.

Jones and Evans (2023) argue that effective professional learning in Wales depends upon collaboration, enquiry and continuous development. However, this assumes that practitioners are able to engage in these activities. Factors such as funding, staffing levels and leadership support may influence opportunities to participate in meaningful professional learning.
Time constraints and workload pressures present further challenges. Grigg et al. (2024) identify reflection as a key component of professional learning, while Leggett (2025) highlights the importance of engaging in professional learning through careful, collaborative and reflective practice. However, meaningful reflection requires practitioners to have dedicated time to critically evaluate their practice, discuss experiences with colleagues and identify areas for improvement. In settings experiencing staffing shortages, practitioners may prioritise immediate care and teaching responsibilities, leaving limited opportunities for sustained reflection. Furthermore, Jarvie et al. (2023) found that many local authorities reported insufficient childcare provision, placing additional pressures on staff. Consequently, practitioners may have fewer opportunities to engage in professional development, collaboration and reflective practice.
These challenges become particularly significant when considering the implementation of Reggio Emilia-inspired practice within Welsh settings. Chicken (2023) argues that applying Reggio Emilia approaches outside of Reggio Emilia is complex because educational practices are shaped by their social, cultural and policy contexts. As a result, Reggio Emilia cannot simply be transferred directly into another setting. Although Curriculum for Wales shares some similarities with Reggio Emilia, workforce and resource constraints may limit practitioners' ability to adopt Reggio-inspired practices fully.
This concern is supported by Jones (2025), who found that the implementation of the Foundation Phase was constrained by inadequate adult-to-child ratios and limited material resources. These findings suggest that implementing Reggio-inspired professional learning and pedaggy within Welsh settings may be challenging, as Reggio Emilia places considerable emphasis on sustained observation, documentation and responsive interactions with children. Without sufficient staffing, resources and time, practitioners may struggle to enact these principles consistently in practice.
MacDonald (2018) highlights divisions within the Welsh early years sector, with different settings operating under varying structures and expectations. As a result, practitioners may enter the profession with differing training, qualifications and experiences. Consequently, interpretations of play-based pedagogy may vary between settings. Chicken (2023) further argues that educational approaches are shaped by their social, cultural and policy contexts, suggesting that practitioners may develop different understandings of child-led learning depending on their experiences and professional backgrounds. Similarly, Leggett (2025) emphasises the importance of informed professional judgement, indicating that variations in knowledge and experience may influence how child-led and play-based learning are implemented in practice. Together, these factors may contribute to inconsistencies in curriculum implementation across settings.

Conclusion
While Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach both promote child-centred, play-based learning and recognise children as active participants in their own development, important differences exist in how professional learning is conceptualised and implemented. Although Curriculum for Wales is argued to have been influenced by Reggio Emilia, professional learning in Wales is supported through policies, guidance and professional frameworks, whereas Reggio Emilia emphasises professional learning through observation, reflection and interactions with children.
However, the successful implementation of both approaches depends upon practitioners having adequate time, resources and support. Jones and Evans (2023) argue that effective professional learning relies on collaboration and continuous development. Nevertheless, opportunities to engage in these activities may be affected by factors such as funding, staffing levels and leadership support.
Implementing Reggio-inspired practice within Wales may offer benefits for children; however, it can also present challenges. Chicken (2023) argues that social, cultural and policy contexts have a significant influence on educational practice, meaning that Reggio Emilia cannot simply be transferred into other settings. Furthermore, differences in practitioners’ qualifications, experiences and understanding of play-based pedagogy may result in varying interpretations of child-led learning. Consequently, inconsistencies may arise in how curriculum principles are implemented across settings.
Part 2 
As defined by Hay et al. (2025), and supported by Finders, Wilson and Duncan (2023), assessment is not simply the act of testing children but a process of monitoring and evaluating practice to identify strengths and areas for improvement. This suggests that assessment supports both children's development and practitioners' professional growth. Comparatively, NAEYC and NAECS/SDE (2003) define assessment as observing, recording and documenting what children do and how they do it. Despite these differing emphases, both perspectives position the child as central to assessment and view it as a tool for learning and development. Becker, Rigaud and Epstein (2023) further argue that assessment should inform teaching and learning rather than primarily serving accountability purposes.
Within both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach, assessment is observation-based and intended to support children's ongoing learning (Morrison-Love et al., 2026; DeLuca et al., 2019). However, while Reggio Emilia adopts a more child-led and flexible approach through pedagogical documentation (Rinaldi, 2021), the Curriculum for Wales places greater emphasis on learner progression (Duggan et al., 2022; Welsh Government, 2022).
Central to both approaches is the concept of the Unique Child, which recognises that every child develops at their own pace and is influenced by their experiences, interests and abilities (Donaldson, 2016). As children do not develop in a linear or uniform manner, assessment must be responsive to individual needs. This section will critically examine how effectively these assessment approaches support the Unique Child.

The concept of the Unique Child recognises that children are shaped by their individual experiences, cultures and relationships, with Parsons et al. (2023) arguing that practitioners must recognise the diversity of children's needs and adapt their practice to support individual development. This suggests that children learn and develop at different rates and should not be expected to follow a uniform developmental pathway (Bruce, 2021). Holistic development is also central to the concept of the Unique Child. Stodden et al. (2023) and Gea, Diana and Aeni (2025) argue that understanding child development requires a holistic approach that considers social, emotional, cognitive and physical development rather than focusing on a single aspect of learning. This reflects Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, which emphasises that children's development is influenced by the relationships and environments that surround them (Olalowo and Babalola, 2024). Similarly, Piaget's theory of cognitive development supports the idea that children construct knowledge through direct experience and interaction with their environment, highlighting the need for learning opportunities that reflect children's individual needs and abilities (Aslan and Sidabutar, 2026).
The concept of the Unique Child is reflected in both the Reggio Emilia approach and the Curriculum for Wales. Within Reggio Emilia, children are viewed as competent from birth and capable of learning, questioning and constructing meaning (Rinaldi, 2020). As a result, children's identities, voices and rights are valued, and they are recognised as active participants in their learning. Similarly, the Curriculum for Wales promotes inclusion and equitable learning opportunities. Knight and Crick (2022) argue that Welsh education policy is underpinned by the principle that every learner matters and matters equally, demonstrating a commitment to meeting individual needs. While Reggio Emilia emphasises the child as a competent citizen with rights and agency (Rinaldi, 2020), the Curriculum for Wales places greater emphasis on children's rights, participation and inclusion within educational decision-making (Stewart, 2023). Together, these approaches support the Unique Child by promoting inclusion, valuing identity and prioritising wellbeing alongside learning and development.

Assessment within the Curriculum for Wales is primarily formative and embedded within children's everyday learning experiences. Observation is a central assessment strategy, enabling practitioners to gather evidence of learning through play, interaction and engagement with meaningful experiences (Welsh Government, 2025). This reflects the learner-centred principles of the curriculum, where assessment is used to support progression rather than measure attainment against fixed outcomes. Research suggests that schools implementing learner-centred approaches are better able to respond to children's developmental needs while maintaining play as the foundation of early learning (Foundation Learning in the Curriculum for Wales: A Qualitative Study, 2026; Palaiologou, 2019).
The role of the practitioner is to notice, interpret and respond to children's learning. Through ongoing observation, practitioners develop an understanding of children's interests, strengths and next steps in learning, allowing experiences to be adapted accordingly (Welsh Government, 2025). Assessment information is gathered through continuous, enhanced and focused provision and is used to inform planning and support learner progression (Welsh Government, 2017; Morgan et al., 2022). Rather than relying on formal testing, practitioners build a holistic picture of each child over time through a range of evidence, including observations, conversations and examples of children's work.
A strength of this approach is its alignment with the concept of the Unique Child. By assessing children within authentic learning contexts, practitioners can recognise individual differences in learning styles, interests and rates of development. This allows assessment to remain responsive to children's needs and supports the Curriculum for Wales' commitment to inclusion, wellbeing and learner progression (Duggan et al., 2022).

Assessment within the Reggio Emilia approach is primarily conducted through pedagogical documentation. According to Paananen and Lipponen (2018), pedagogical documentation is a process that makes children's experiences, participation and perspectives visible through collected records of learning, supporting reflection and understanding among both children and practitioners.
Through pedagogical documentation, practitioners gain insight into children's individual learning patterns, interests and engagement (Becker, Rigaud and Epstein, 2023). Assessment is viewed as an integral part of learning rather than a separate activity, with documentation occurring continuously throughout children's experiences and informing ongoing reflection (DeLuca et al., 2019). This supports a holistic understanding of development by enabling practitioners to consider social, emotional, cognitive and physical development rather than focusing solely on academic outcomes.
Furthermore, Krechevsky et al. (2013), supported by Alaçam and Olgan (2025), argue that children contribute to pedagogical documentation through their drawings, conversations, work samples and reflections. These contributions enable practitioners to gain a richer understanding of children's learning and development. Progress is tracked through collections of documentation, portfolios and work samples, allowing practitioners to build a picture of children's development over time rather than assessing them against age-related expectations.
A strength of this approach is its alignment with the concept of the Unique Child. By valuing children's voices, interests and multiple forms of expression, assessment recognises that children demonstrate learning in different ways. This reflects the belief that development is individual and non-linear, allowing practitioners to respond to children's identities, experiences and needs. However, because documentation relies upon practitioner interpretation, assessment may be more subjective than approaches that incorporate clearer progression frameworks.

Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach aim to place the child at the centre of assessment, using observation to understand children's development. However, they differ in how assessment is structured and interpreted. While the Curriculum for Wales uses observation to support learner progression and identify next steps in development (Morgan et al., 2022), Reggio Emilia uses pedagogical documentation to understand children's learning patterns, experiences and perspectives (Paananen and Lipponen, 2018; Becker, Rigaud and Epstein, 2023). Consequently, the Curriculum for Wales can be viewed as a more practitioner-led approach, whereas Reggio Emilia adopts a more child-led approach through children's participation in documentation and reflection (Krechevsky et al., 2013; Alaçam and Olgan, 2025).
Both approaches align with the concept of the Unique Child by recognising that development is shaped by children's individual experiences, backgrounds and identities (Alsubaie, 2015; Jenkin, 2016).
However, the Curriculum for Wales places greater emphasis on progression. While this can support consistency in assessment practices and help practitioners identify appropriate next steps in learning (Mangione, Osborne and Mendenhall, 2019), progression-focused approaches may overlook aspects of individuality if they do not fully account for children's diverse backgrounds, experiences and developmental pathways (Hanno, Portilla and Hsueh, 2025). This concern is reflected in Parekh's (2017) argument that educational systems can position learners according to assumptions about ability, potentially leading to labelling and deficit perspectives. Such an approach may be particularly challenging for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), neurodiverse learners, and those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds whose development may not align with expected pathways.
In contrast, Reggio Emilia's emphasis on pedagogical documentation enables children to communicate understanding through multiple forms of expression, reflecting Malaguzzi's concept of the Hundred Languages of Children (Aden and Theodotou, 2019; Mphahlele, 2019). Documentation is also more likely to acknowledge cultural and linguistic diversity and capture learning in ways that extend beyond a single measure of attainment (Jenkin, 2016; Alsubaie, 2015; Krechevsky et al., 2013; Alaçam and Olgan, 2025).
Despite these strengths, Reggio Emilia is not without limitations. Pedagogical documentation relies heavily on practitioner interpretation, meaning different practitioners may draw different conclusions from the same evidence. Consequently, consistency in assessment may be reduced when compared with more structured approaches (Giamminuti, Merewether and Blaise, 2022).

In conclusion, the concept of the Unique Child recognises that children develop in individual and non-linear ways, shaped by their experiences, identities, abilities and relationships. Consequently, assessment should be responsive to these differences rather than relying on a single measure of attainment. Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach reflect this principle by using observation-based assessment to support learning and development.
The Curriculum for Wales provides a structured approach to assessment, enabling practitioners to identify strengths, monitor progression and plan next steps. However, its focus on progression may overlook aspects of individuality when children's development does not align with expected pathways. In contrast, Reggio Emilia's use of pedagogical documentation places greater emphasis on children's voices, interests and experiences, allowing learning to be expressed through multiple forms and supporting diverse developmental pathways. Nevertheless, its reliance on practitioner interpretation may reduce consistency in assessment.
Overall, Reggio Emilia more effectively supports the concept of the Unique Child because assessment is centred on understanding children's perspectives, identities and ways of learning. However, combining Reggio Emilia's child-centred documentation with the Curriculum for Wales' focus on progression may provide the most effective approach to supporting children's development.
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Let Children Be Children: Has Childhood Become Over-Academised?

According to Insel (2000), the child's brain is around 90% of its adult size by the age of five. When you stop and think about it, that's incredible. These early years are some of the most important in a child's life, forming the foundations for future learning, relationships and wellbeing. Because of this, shouldn't childhood be a time for play, exploration and discovery rather than pressure and performance?
Yet across the UK, there appears to be an increasing focus on academic achievement and assessment from an early age. Children are often expected to demonstrate progress against developmental and educational expectations, while practitioners spend significant amounts of time observing, recording and evaluating learning. In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales places progression at the centre of learning through the six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), with assessment used to understand whether learners are making progress throughout their educational journey. While this approach is designed to support children's development, it raises an important question: if we truly believe that every child develops uniquely and at their own pace, why has tracking and measuring progress become such a central feature of childhood?
As early years practitioners, we are taught to view children as individuals who develop at their own pace. Yet we are also expected to assess them against developmental benchmarks. If every child develops differently, should variation always be viewed as something that needs to be measured and addressed?
What's particularly interesting is that the Curriculum for Wales places a strong emphasis on play-based learning, an approach often associated with Scandinavian education systems. If play is widely recognised as beneficial, why do so many practitioners still feel pressure to gather evidence, monitor progress and prepare children for school readiness? This tension is reflected in recent research suggesting that practitioners continue to navigate the competing demands of facilitating play-based learning while simultaneously documenting and assessing children's progress (Pyle, 2023).
Finland provides an interesting comparison. Children begin formal education later and spend longer learning through play yet continue to achieve strong educational outcomes (Sharp, 2002; OECD, 2023). This challenges the assumption that earlier formal education automatically leads to greater success. 
Supporters of a later start to formal education argue that additional opportunities for play help children develop confidence, resilience and social skills before entering more structured educational environments. At the heart of this argument is the belief that children's wellbeing matters.
This becomes even more important when we consider Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Research shows that prolonged childhood stress can affect brain development, emotional regulation and behaviour (Herzog and Schmahl, 2018).
If wellbeing has such a significant influence on development, should increasing academic expectations really be our main priority?
Perhaps childhood should be viewed not simply as preparation for school, but as a valuable stage of life. Play helps build the foundations for future learning. Bruce (2021) argues that it supports children's problem-solving abilities, imagination and abstract thinking, helping them develop as confident learners.

If Childhood Has Become Over-Academised, How Can We Create a More Balanced Approach?

The honest answer is that it won't be easy.
Modern education systems place significant emphasis on accountability, evidence and measurable outcomes. Assessment and observation are important tools that help practitioners identify children's needs and support their development. However, when assessment becomes the focus, there is a risk that the broader purpose of early childhood education can become secondary.
One approach that offers an alternative is the Reggio Emilia philosophy. Rather than relying heavily on checklists and predetermined targets, Reggio Emilia practitioners focus on documenting children's ideas, questions and discoveries as they happen. Learning is viewed as a process rather than a series of outcomes to be achieved.
Documentation allows children to revisit learning and take ownership of their development, reinforcing that their ideas and experiences matter.
This approach views children as capable, curious and competent learners. Instead of asking whether a child has met a particular target, practitioners ask a different question: How does this child learn, and how can we support them further?

What are the challenges to this?

Many practitioners and educators argue that reducing emphasis on assessment could affect school readiness. Schools often expect children to arrive with certain levels of independence, communication and early literacy skills. However, UNICEF (2019) emphasises the importance of children's holistic development and wellbeing, recognising that young children learn and develop in different ways.
Without clear assessments, how can practitioners demonstrate readiness for formal education?
There are also practical challenges relating to funding, staffing and workload, making significant changes difficult to implement.
However, these concerns should not distract from the central issue.
This debate is not about abandoning assessment but ensuring that children's needs remain at the heart of educational practice. A less academised approach does not mean lower expectations; it recognises that meaningful learning does not always happen through structured activities or measurable outcomes.
Play, exploration, creativity and social interaction are not distractions from learning. They are learning.
While preparing children for school is undoubtedly important, that preparation should not come at the expense of their wellbeing or their right to experience childhood in a way that reflects their individual needs and stage of development.
If countries such as Finland can achieve strong educational outcomes while delaying formal education and prioritising play, perhaps it is time to ask whether Wales has become too focused on school readiness and measurable outcomes.

So, Has Childhood Become Over-Academised?

Education and assessment undoubtedly play an important role in supporting children's development. Yet there is growing concern that increasing emphasis on school readiness, developmental milestones and measurable outcomes may be shifting attention away from what young children need most.
Childhood should not be viewed solely as preparation for the next stage of education, but as a valuable stage of life.
Approaches such as those adopted in Finland and Reggio Emilia suggest that child-led learning can support both educational success and positive developmental outcomes. Rather than asking how quickly children can meet expectations, perhaps we should first ask whether those expectations are developmentally appropriate.
If we truly believe that every child is unique, then our educational practices should reflect that belief. By placing children's wellbeing and individuality at the centre of practice, we can create environments where children are not simply prepared for school but are supported to flourish.
And perhaps that's the most important question of all: are we preparing children for life, or are we asking them to grow up too quickly?
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