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   An analysis of child-led play between The Welsh Curricula and Scotland’s Curricula
Child-led play is the foundation of early years pedagogy in both Wales and Scotland, based on the understanding that children learn best through active meaningful engagement with their environment Eaton (2023). In Wales, the Welsh Government (2024a) changed the curricula in September 2022 with full implementation expected by 2026/2027. This was a recommendation of the Donaldson report, his report emphasised the need for a more holistic, child centred approach to learning (Donaldson 2025). Similarly, the Scottish Government (2017), implemented Scotland’s curricula for Excellence in 2010, it placed strong emphasis on play as a foundation for developing the four abilities for successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors (Education Scotland 2024).
According to Play Wales (2024) and Play Scotland (2025) both curricula’s recognise the importance of play for cognitive, social and physical development in early childhood. In Wales, the curriculum encourages experimental play based learning through the Areas of Learning and Experiences (AoLE) which are integrated and learner driven (Wainwright et al 2019). This allows children to explore concepts through play that support their interests and development. Additionally, Welsh Government (2020a) states with the new curricula, practitioners are given flexibility to be creative and develop meaningful learning through a range of contexts that meets the needs of each individual learner. However, Evans (2023a) suggests that practitioners are uncertain how the curricula would work, how much free range they would be allowed, and that is could vary across the settings, therefore, it could influence the quality of implementation. 
In contrast, Scotland’s curricula is based on child led play and its importance in holistic development. Education Scotland (2020) document ‘realising the ambition: being me’ supports practitioners in creating environments so children are enabled to learn through play. However, Education Scotland (2024) has eight areas of learning and experiences (AoLEs) which offer a more balanced and structured framework, compared to Wales (AoLEs) which is often linked to progression pathways and benchmarks. However, this can lead to evidence outcome pressures, restricting open ended child led play (ESTYN 2024 and The Scottish Government 2015).
According to Wainwright et al., ( 2019) the curricula for Wales looks at removing rigid subjects and encourages a more integrated, play based approach, in line with learning theories, It promotes real world experiences enabling children to form connections across areas of learning. In comparison Burns (2022a) suggests Scotland’s approach support child led play, but retains a clear curricula boundaries, which shapes how play is planned, observed and assessed in practice. 
Mcloed (2024) suggests this approach values children’s independence and curiosity, guided by theorists like Vygotsky who focused on cultural and social influences and Piaget emphasis on self-directed learning (Parker, Thomsen and Berry 2022).
The foundation to child led pedagogy is shared in both countries commitment to fostering children’s natural curiosity to learning (Hamilton and Wood 2020) and (Welsh Government 2008). 
However, the implementations take different approaches in Wales and Scotland, with each bringing their own opportunities and limitations (House of Commons Library 2024).  
According to Welsh Government (2020b) in Wales, the importance of play and the flexibility moving away from traditional teaching methods, allowing for a more personalised approach to individual learners. However, Evans (2023b) warns that while change is encouraged, it also requires confidence and experience. Without training and continued guidance, interpretations may differ, resulting in inconsistencies. Although Burns (2022b) suggests that Scotland maintains a clearer structure through the eight Aoles areas, offering a level of consistency that guarantee all children have access to learning opportunities. However, Joynson (2023) argues this structure can create pressures for evidence collecting and assessments. These pressures may shift the importance of play, limiting exploration and creativity opportunities. Additionally, Welsh Government (2024c) believes play is an important point of contrast. The curriculum focuses on the learners progress rather than the outcomes, this is to help reduce the pressures on the practitioners and children (Welsh Government 2024b). However, Parker, Thomsen and Berry (2022) suggests that the reliance on progression pathway could unintentionally introduce a form of accountability that could influence practice. Therefore, practitioners may feel the need to justify their decisions by collecting evidence of progress, which could disrupt the freedom of child led play. Although, in Scotland, has similar challenges, according to Palmer (2019) the curricula for excellence promotes the continued use of assessments within learners experiences, this is often shown in detailed planning and recording, however, this can often shift the focus from child to adult assessment. Additionally Palmer (2019) also suggests that the administration process can become a burden and lose the quality of adult-child interactions which is important to developing a rich environment for play. Although, the Welsh and Scottish curricula highlights play based learning is fundamental to early years education. Knights and Crick (2021) highlights the tensions between policy, ambition and practical implementations, especially in terms of clarity, consistency and practitioner support. The curriculum for Wales shows strengths in flexibility and a weakness in clarity. Whilst it moves towards a broader social goals such as well-being, equity and sustainability (Jones 2022). This stance is underpinned by the Well-being of Future generations (Wales) Act (2015) making it a legal commitment to long term thinking and child centred (Welsh Government 2015). However, this comes with its own challenges due to the nature of the AoLEs and the “what matters” statement leaving practitioners unable to establish a clear way of implementing and evaluating the curriculum (Evans 2023c). According to Evans (2023d) without a clear system for professional learning, there is a risk of inconsistencies within settings, while some practitioners will embrace the play based ethos, other practitioners prefer a more structured method due to lack of support or confidence. In contrast Scotland’s curriculum for Excellence (CfE) is a lot more structured with the framework assessable, with its eight areas of learning, and clear outcomes and experiences, throughout the setting, this can make tracking learner progress easier and consistent, which can be useful for inspections, assessments and policy evaluation (OECD 2024). However, the Scottish Governments (2021) review suggest this can be at the expense of the child led pedagogy. The need to meet certain outcomes can cause practitioners to prioritise documenting and assessment over open ended play, therefore, reducing opportunities for inquiry questions and creativity. This can cause a problem in early years, where unstructured, imaginative play could be documented (Education Scotland n.d). Additionally, both policies share obstacles that limit full implementation of play based learning. According to Burns (2022c) one area of challenge is the absence of nationwide professional development, particularly in recognising play as a valid pedagogy, rather than a “playtime”. However, training is often inconsistent, leaving some practitioners to misinterpret the curricula’s lack of direction, and continue with what is familiar and continue with a structured approach (Stewart, MacDonald and Waters-Davies 2024).  Additionally, according to education Endowment Foundation (2023) suggests that the role of families and the community is important in supporting play based learning, this is founded within both curricula’s place a strong emphasis on partnership with parents and the community as key to a to child’s learning development (Scottish Government 2016) and (Welsh Government 2023). However, Wildmon, Anthony and Kamau (2024) points out that there is a gap in parent partnership involvement and that it is not always possible for all families to participate in school events, this may be down to work commitment, language barriers or even gaps in the schools communication. Although, Noel and Tomoko (2020) points out that both curriculum’s aim is partnerships with families and the community building on shared learning experiences. Finally, both Wales and Scotland integrate traditional languages within the curricula’s framework, through different approaches (Education Scotland 2017) and Welsh Assembly n.d). According to Welsh Government (n.d) children are encouraged to use the Welsh language through play, indoors and outdoors, with practitioners supporting bilingualism. Compared to Scotland’s curricula for Excellence (CfE) recognises the importance of the Gaelic language, However, it is less embedded within the early years settings, this can reduce opportunities for children to engage in Gaelic through play, especially in areas that recognise Gaelic speaking. (Education Scotland 2024b). However, while both value the language heritage, Wales offer a more systematic approach, by not only using play as a learning tool but also as a cultural transmission (Play Wales n.d). The Gaelic Education (2015) highlights Scotland’s commitment to Gaelic education within early years. However, without further integration being applied in to the pedagogy, the Gaelic language runs the risk of being lost unless it is embedded in to the Scottish education framework. 
Overall, while both Wales and Scotland recognise the importance of child led, play based approach to learning, both curricula’s difference in structure, emphasis and implementation, which can have an impact on practitioners discretion and consistency, along with the child’s learning experiences. This may have an influence on how practitioners deliver the curriculum, and the amount of independence children are given, and if play holds a central role, or if it will be overshadowed, because of external pressures such as assessment and accountability.
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Considering the concept of the “unique child”

Grenier (2015) explains the importance of the “unique child” within early years foundation stage (EYFS) framework, it recognises that every child is an individual with their own personalities, interests, abilities and will develop at their own pace, meaning no two children learn the same way or at the same pace. Department for Education (2024) emphasises each child should be supported to be confident, resilient, capable and self- assured, with practitioners needing to understand and respond to each child’s needs individually. However, while it promotes an individualised approach to care and learning, it also comes with its own challenges, such as large classes, limited time for one to one, and pressures to meet expected outcomes, can make it difficult to be able to fully respond to each child’s unique needs. Fairchild and kay(2020) highlights how this can create tensions between the goals intended and what the EYFS framework goals and the realities of early years settings. It highlights the difficulties of balancing child-centred learning and the expected educational outcomes. Therefore leaving the gap between policy and practical implementation pressures. While, play based curriculum, learning happens through experience e and exploration, rather than through instructions, this recognises the importance of the child’s uniqueness. The UNICEF (2018) highlights that learning through play, supports individual learners, which allows children to develop skills that align with their natural strengths and interests, such as one child may develop their language skills through sensory and exploration, where as another child may develop mathematical skills through sorting and building. Birthto5Matters (2021) highlights the importance of ensuring  the child’s voice is heard, by being inclusive and celebrating the child’s strengths, therefore, reinforcing the unique child and adapting the environments to their support. Department for education (2024) acknowledges that each child’s uniqueness requires a thoughtful approach to assessment, that goes far beyond the “one size fits all” method. While assessments should be to support the child’s learning journey, it should not just evaluate it. Two methods of assessments that supports the values are the learning stories from the Te Whariki curriculum from New Zealand and the Formative, Feedback and Planning (FFP) used within funded and non-maintained settings in early years Wales. While both approaches match with the concept of the unique child, their approaches raises questions around feasibility, reliability and equality, especially in different cultural or structural contexts like Wales (Hargraves 2020) and (Welsh Government 2017).  
Ministry of Education (2017) highlight that in Te Whariki assessments is about finding what a child knows, can do, their interests, how they progress, what learning opportunities have they received and what support they may require. Learning stories was developed by Margaret Carr and Wendy Lee, the purpose was designed to focus on the child, capturing their learning, with emphasis on experiences and engaging with the family, making the child’s thinking visible (Kashin 2016). Te whariki took on the learning stories, where the practitioner may take pictures, videos, recordings and include examples of the child’s work. This method matches with the unique child principles, recognising that learning is shaped y context, while developed in flexible ways and is personal to the individual child. Escamilla (2021) highlights that learning stories, is not about checklists, or deficit language, but about what celebrating what the child can do, integrating their identity and voice at the centre of assessment. However, Wanoa, and Johnston (2019) raises concerns of learning stories about subjectivity, consistency and workload, since the narratives are shaped by practitioner insights, runs the risks of unconscious bias and variability across different settings. Furthermore, Seah (2023) highlights that in New Zealand practitioners are already under pressure with staff shortages, timeline pressures, and policy, it may not be possible to implement a detailed reflective learning stories, especially for children who may be non-verbal or neurodivergent. Although, the learning stories may have its problems, could it be used in Wales? To incorporate learning stories into the Welsh early years context, involves cultural and structural consideration. While the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) (2022) emphasises holistic, child-led and experiential learning concept of cynefin, the same values as Te Whariki, which reinforces the child’s sense of belonging and identity. Research by Chapman et al., (2023) highlights Welsh children’s understanding and knowledge of place and connection, is shaped by their experiences, matching Te Whariki’s approach to meaningful learning through assessment. However, despite the cultural similarities, learning stories may struggle to build momentum without a corresponding shift in inspection and outcome based expectations, as accountability in Wales still rely on the standardised assessments, particularly in literacy and maths. The cross curricular skill framework reinforce a structured approach, highlighting the development of literacy and numeracy and digital competence across all areas of learning (Welsh Government 2022). Additionally, the early years outcome framework prioritises performance indicators for tracking children’s development, this further highlights reliance for structured assessments over open-ended approaches (Welsh Government 2019). Together these frameworks show how current policies uphold results focused approach. Therefore, suggesting challenges to adapting learning stories in to Wales assessments without policy shift towards a more reflective and formative approach. Although, the Welsh Government (2017) approach is using the Formative, Feedback and Planning (FFP) continuously observing children, reflecting on their learning, and providing feedback and deciding on the next steps. This is shown in everyday interactions and learning moments with the environment tailored to suit each child’s needs (Welsh Government 2022b). Unlike Learning stories, Formative, Feedback and Planning is shorter and more focused, which is directly linked to the curriculum outcomes (Escamilla 2021) and (Department for Education 2025). Therefore, this allows practitioners to respond in real time, giving a practical advantage when in a busy environment, if done effectively, Formative, Feedback and Planning can be individualised, offering responsive, yet adaptive teaching that adapts to each child’s interests and development. This also has the added benefit of being more effective to provide evidence, especially for monitoring and inspection purposes (Department for Education 2025) and (Escamilla 2021). . However, the Formative, Feedback and planning is not without it’s own challenges, it can become a tick box exercise, where practitioners focus more on the results rather than on the learning (Welsh Government 2024). Whilst time is short, the planning becomes more of a routine, losing the opportunity to interact and respond to each child (ESTYN 2022). Additionally, when assessments are focused too much on targets being reached, children who are neurodivergent and learn differently may fall behind, rather than being seen as the unique child (Welsh Government 2024). However, Formative, Feedback and Planning is not without it’s own challenges, it has become a tick box exercise, where practitioners focus more on the results than on the learning (Welsh Government 2024). Whilst time is short, the planning becomes more of a routine, losing the opportunity to interact and respond to each child (ESTYN 2022). Additionally, if assessments focus too much on the curriculum targets, children who are neurodivergent and learn differently may be left behind rather than being unique learners (Welsh Government 2024). According to Fairchild et al., (2021) practitioners are often torn between the demands from the governments framework to produce the expected outcomes and the child centred practice. Whilst the approach is to prioritise individual learning experiences, the pressure often push practitioners towards standardised assessments and learning goals. This can lead to conflict amongst practitioners and the rigid curriculum expectations, making it difficult to fully embrace inquiry based learning (Fairchild et al., 2021). However, OECD (2024) highlights the struggles and importance of practitioners independence, to interpret the curriculum guidelines that support meaningful learning experiences, than following rigid instructions. Although, according to Hughes, and Lewis (2020) suggests that assessments need to move away from tick boxes of developmental targets and focus on understanding the child’s thinking. This would help practitioners to create learning environments that would support the unique child, whilst still including the broader educational goals, by encouraging responsive, child led learning, ensures children’s diverse growth patterns are valued rather than judged by expectations. Whilst it is recognised the importance of observations, reflections and meaningful engagements practitioners can build a flexible curriculum that nurtures curiosity whilst remaining aligned with the frameworks (Hughes, and Lewis 2020). 
Whilst both Learning Stories and Formative, Feedback and Planning align with the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 2022)  that the child's voice, interests and experiences is important, both approaches support the belief that every child is unique and should be recognised as an individual. Learning Stories align well with a play-based, child-led approach, but this system may be difficult to incorporate into systems like Wales as it focuses more on outcomes and standardised assessments which can limit flexibility. With pressure on time constraints and meeting targets, the Formative, Feedback and Planning is more structured and easier to manage compared to learning stories which needs a more individualised focus and a deeper reflection, making it harder for practitioners to focus on each child’s needs individually.
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Sun Safety: Are We Protecting Our Children Enough In Schools?

With summer approaching, and schools preparing for sports day, longer playtimes and field trips. An important question on public health: are we doing enough to protect children from sun exposure during school hours?
Why does it matter?
While Public Health Wales (2024) and Met Office (2025) research suggests that some sun exposure is essential production of vitamin D. Although, NHS (2022) emphasises that not only is  excessive exposure to sun increase the risks of skin cancer, it can also be painful. Did you know it only take a child getting sunburnt once that blisters, can double the risk of developing melanoma (skin cancer) when they get older (Johnson 2024). Particularly children with sensitive or pale skin, and the extended time outdoors.
While we do not get all year round sun like in Australia, we still need to consider that Ultraviolet Radiation (UV) can still be high in spring, summer and even on cloudy days (Met Office 2018). British Skin Foundation (2024) worry that sun safety is not taken seriously, with research finding: 
· 58% of children wear suncream, 
· 34% wear sunglasses, 
· 42% carry and know how to apply suncream and 
· Worryingly only 75% understand the importance of seeking shade. 
Therefore, the British Skin Foundation launched a new campaign “more, more, more” with you can never have too much. 
What are the guidelines?
According to Health Care and Research Wales (2021a) there is no mandatory policy on sun safety. While Public health Wales (2024b) gives general advice on sun protection, such as wearing sun hats, light weight clothing that has long sleeves, sunglasses, suncream applied 30 minutes before going outside, at least sun protection factor (SPF) 30 with at least 4 star ultraviolet a (UVA) protection, and to shade during the day especially between 11am and 3pm the hottest part of the day. However, Thomas (2024)research found that only some schools had a sun safety policy and actively enforced it. This was also found in Health and Care Research Wales (2021b) who undertook a review on sun safety it found that: 
· 39% of schools had a policy 
· 29% included sun safety in their curriculum
· 5% had sufficient shade for outdoor activities 
· There is no agreed approach on suncream application across the schools
Although, some schools encouraged parents to apply suncream before school due to safeguarding, this was advised by National Education Union (2025) that practitioners should not apply suncream, mainly due to potential allegations of abuse, but also because of potential allergies. 
However, it does recommend that parents apply before school, and to provide suncream to be applied during the school day. Although, Sun Safe Schools (n.d) suggests that schools are using safeguarding as an excuse to and deferring the responsibility on to the parents, although responsibility also lies with the school during school hours to ensure children apply suncream. Additionally, Health and Safety Executive (n.d) states that although there is no policy or legislation on applying suncream, it is about doing it safely, and not finding a reason not to. Another complication can be uniform, although not mandatory, and some schools have a relaxed policy on uniform, some schools require children to wear long sleeves and jumpers, even when during the hotter weather, while some schools do enforce wearing a hat, some schools often leave it to the child to decide. 
Risks, responsibility and practicality
While Cancer Research UK (n.d) addresses that schools are in a difficult position, they must prioritise safety and follow safeguarding policies, but they must also consider the long term risks such as sunburn. Administering suncream can raise concerns around consent and allergies, highlighting if practitioners applies suncream brought in by a child it can cause cross-contamination to children who have allergies, causing concern that some practitioners may lack time and training (NICE 2016). Although, health experts argue that if no action is taken, it places children at unnecessary risk.
While Betteley (2019) reports that parents are frustrated with the lack of support when it comes to suncream application, whilst older children are able to apply themselves, younger children or children with additional needs, require help to apply, just observing may not be enough to stop them getting burnt in the long term. 
Learning from other countries
South Australia Government (2021) state all schools must have a sun protection policy in place to prevent children from the dangers of sun exposure. A sun smart program, created by Cancer Council (2024) provides a proactive intervention guidance, with many schools implementing a mandatory “no hat not play” rule, with shaded areas provided in the playground, they have also integrated sun safety into their curriculum, with children learning about sun safety by designing their own hats or shaded area, older children learn about UV on the skin, they also have a song, saying “slip slop slap” (Cancer Institute NSW 2022) and (Cancer Council n.d). 
Could Wales implement something similar within their policy and safeguarding? England has already implemented sun safety under PHSE (Health and prevention) curriculum this came into force in 2020 (SKIN n.d) and (PHSE Association 2025).
A share responsibility
Despite increased awareness, Welsh schools still show inconsistent practice when it comes to sun safety. Many lack clear guidance for staff and parents to follow
With Australia’s success on sun safety, Wales could adopt a curriculum that integrates sun safety, development a suitable policy, with collaboration between educators, parents, and public health professionals is key.
Final reflection
How often has your child gone to school without sunscreen, a hat, or sunglasses?
How often have they come home with sunburn?
Does your child’s school have a clear sun safety policy, and how do you know?
Who is responsible for protecting children from harmful sun exposure during the school day? Is it solely the parents, the school, or a shared duty between the two?
The answers to these questions matter, because when it comes to sun safety, doing nothing is not an option
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