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Part 1
This section will compare two different play-based approaches, namely the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) and Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (NMNS) and include a critical analysis of curriculum guidance. 
The CfW is a Welsh framework for children aged 3-16 years and was introduced in 2022 to replace the old curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020). It supports flexibility and holistic learning  in children’s education to ensure a unified approach in all school settings (Welsh Government, 2020). Giglets (2024) states that this ensures standards within the system, and thus reduces the attainment gap, whilst also creating a shared purpose amongst practitioners. However, Pagaduan and Natividad (2025) argue that unity often means that a universal approach is adopted within education, that is resistant to change and does not consider the concept of the unique child. Nevertheless, the aim of the CfW is to provide more flexibility to practitioners when utilising professional judgement to decide what is taught and the approach adopted in order to achieve the best outcomes for students (Welsh Government, 2022a). Welsh Government (2022a) suggests that the framework is implemented to ensure shared objectives and core learning rather than to encourage the same teaching styles. 
The CfW is underpinned by four purposes and six areas of learning in order to support the development of children, and to promote understanding of the rights and freedoms of individuals in society as set out in the Human Rights Act 1998 (Welsh Government, 2020). Waters-Davies et al. (2024) state that it also promotes respect and diversity following the principles of the Equality Act 2010. 
The NMNS, in contrast, is the Welsh framework for early years providers outside the education system (Welsh Government, 2022b). These include nurseries and childminders that educate children from the ages of 0-5 years (Welsh Government, 2022b). It supports and aligns with the principles of the CfW, including promoting ambition, entrepreneurship, ethics and health, however, is tailored to meet the unique structures, resources and requirements of non-maintained early years settings (Welsh Government, 2022b). 

Both curricula share six areas of learning, including arts, health and well-being, humanities, languages, literacy, numeracy and science and technology (Welsh Government, 2020). However, NMNS use simplified and developmentally appropriate methods to reach these learning areas (Welsh Government, 2022c). NDNA (no date) argue that this simplification is not a result of lower expectations or reduced ambition, but rather the result of serving the narrower age range and to deliver tailored pedagogy. This is supported by Estyn (no date a) who state that as NMNS focuses solely on early years, it is condensed with fewer expectations to reflect the shorter development stage. Additionally, whilst the CfW promotes consistency across all educational settings, it is too broad to be implemented in nursery settings as it requires more planning and progression checking (Estyn, no date a). NMNS therefore provides clearer and more tailored guidance to practitioners than the CfW, which includes detailed expectations and examples of practice (Welsh Government, 2022c). However, UWTSD (2025) argue that non-maintained settings risk becoming isolated if not well aligned with CfW transitions. This is supported by Estyn (no date b) who state that lack of alignment can lead to isolation and stagnation, impacting the quality of education provided to children. 
Both curricula highlight how learning and development are holistic and interlinked (Welsh Government, 2020). Furthermore, both emphasise that learning should be based on the unique child, and catered to the individual needs and stage of development of the child, rather than their age (Welsh Government, 2020). They promote individual learning pathways, with CfW adopting progression steps based on developmental milestones and acknowledging the different rates of progress dependent on child (Welsh Government, 2020). Similarly, NMNS focuses on developmentally appropriate activities and flexible responsive pedagogy based on Piaget’s (1952) and Vygotsky’s (1978) child developmental theories. They plan exercises based on developmentally appropriate activities, ensuring that it is child led and meets their individual needs (Welsh Government, 2022c). 
Both highlight the importance of play in development, and support exploration, language, social skills and problem solving, that are required for modern society (Welsh Government, 2022c; NDNA, 2021). They also highlight the importance of building secure attachments and relationships, as well as emotions and wellbeing as these are central to a child’s ability to learn (Welsh Government, 2023). These build on Bowbly’s (1969) theory which highlights the importance of enabling supportive environments, and working towards Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs, allowing children to reach their potentials. 
Both advocate observation to understand each child’s developmental stage and to tailor learning accordingly (Welsh Government, 2022c). However, whilst NMNS uses observation based assessment, CfW emphasises formative assessment (Welsh Government, 2022c). Wilson et al. (2023) argue that NMNS may therefore have limited expertise and capacity in progression tracking. Despite West Sussex Government’s (2021) views that observation is an effective method of progress tracking, Care Learning (2025) agrees with Wilson et al. (2023) and states that observation, particularly if conducted without records or notes, makes it difficult to track progress of students over time as starting points are unknown, as well as learning styles, making it difficult for practitioners to reflect and adapt their teaching accordingly. This creates inconsistencies in how it is interpreted and supported compared to maintained settings (Gibbons, 2019). Furthermore Wilson et al. (2023) argue that CfW allows schools to have greater access to local authority support and Estyn oversight than NMNS, and that NMNS often have fewer resources, limited access to training opportunities and more variation in staff qualifications, leading to inconsistency in all areas of service provision, affecting child development. 
Therefore, despite their shared objectives, the flexibility provided by the CfW makes its implementation in non-maintained settings difficult as NMNS settings struggle to effectively implement the curriculum without the relevant support and professional development (Estyn, no date a). Welsh Government (2024b) also states that CfW promotes smooth progression between developmental stages and phases. However, NMNS may struggle to ensure continuity unless there is a strong partnership in place with the primary school (EEF, 2021a). This risks leading to a curriculum gap if alignment is not maintained appropriately (EEF, 2021a). 
Despite the implementation of clear guidance to advise best practice and consistency in relation to holistic and child-centred education, the CfW has been criticised for being too open to interpretation, particularly for practitioners with little experience, leading to differing delivery quality (Welsh Government, 2024a).  Zucker et al. (2021) argue that staff training is an important factor in its implementation, with practitioners unsure of how to implement it due to lack of training which risks misinterpretation due to its broadness. UWTSD (2023) also highlights how the language in the CfW is not always practical or understandable, making translation into day-to-day teaching more difficult. Similarly, Estyn (2021) states that the NMNS is not always clear, leading to misinterpretation. Nevertheless, Welsh Government (2022c) does argue that NMNS guidance is written in a practitioner friendly way, with clear examples of best service provision. However, OECD (2013) implies that this over-simplification risks hindering  innovative or progressive pedagogy in early years settings by promoting a narrowed curriculum that discourages deep learning.
Welsh Government (no date b) have also identified challenges in implementing curricula, including lack of support and understanding of requirements, progression and assessment. Practitioner understanding of play-based learning, in particular, was identified as a challenge in some settings during the implementation of the CfW, specifically  in non-maintained nursery settings (Rawstrone, 2016). These challenges largely reflect differences in understanding  and practice leading to different interpretations of what high-quality play-based learning looks like (Rawstrone, 2016). Furthermore, not all staff felt confident assessing in a way that aligned with the curriculum’s expectations, and there was a need for ongoing training to fully understand its requirements (Estyn, no date c). Additionally, whilst both frameworks promote inclusion, there is lack of differentiation in the guidance to support different groups in society (Estyn, 2023). Estyn (2023) however states that it is the responsibility of practitioners to ensure that the needs of all individuals are met, including those from disadvantaged backgrounds, and that the flexibility of the CfW allows for this.
There are many international curricula that provide valuable insights that could be implemented alongside the CfW and NMNS, however ASCL (2022) highlights how curricula is not transferable and should not be centralised. This is due to structural, legal, cultural, and practical factors (Silverman, 2023).  Parliament (2014) refers to the exclusion of content specific to Welsh language, identity, history and culture in international curricula, which is heavily promoted in the Welsh curriculum, whilst Richards and  Rodgers (2014) state that bilingualism is an issue as most international curricula is written in the country’s primary language  and lack Welsh-medium materials. This undermines national aims to achieve Cymraeg 2050 goals (Welsh Government, 2024d). Nevertheless, international approaches such as the Reggio Emilia approach provides valuable lessons for Welsh curricula to consider (Manera, 2022). This highlights the importance of child-centred approaches, enabling environments and collaborative learning, providing educational settings in Wales with information on how to implement innovative learning environments, high quality observation and learner voice (Manera, 2022).
For curriculum guidance to be effective, it needs to be clear, accessible, and practical and implemented in a way that considers setting diversity and educator capacity (UNESCO, 2017). However, recommendations set out by the Welsh Government’s (2024c) CfW annual report and UWTSD (2023) include the strengthening of professional learning and collaboration, clarifying assessment and progression, supporting leadership and curriculum design capacity, and addressing resource and time challenges. 
Ultimately, CfW has been recognised for its unified vision, flexibility and opportunities, whilst NMNS has been recognised for its practical and age-appropriateness approach based on play-based principles. Both frameworks are based on the same principles, however, CfW requires a high level of curriculum design skills whilst NMNS is resource dependent and may be isolated from the wider CfW system if not properly supported. Both frameworks display a shift in pedagogy, reflecting child-centredness, however this risks inconsistency, particularly with inadequate training. 






Part 2
This section will evaluate methods of assessment, age/stage related development and progress tracking within play-based curricula, whilst considering the concept of the unique child. Within the Welsh curriculum, age/stage related assessment and progression steps are frameworks that have been and are currently utilised to monitor progression (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Age/stage related assessment is the traditional method in which students are categorised into fixed groups based on year group or key stage (Welsh Government, no date a). In contrast, progression steps is a more flexible method which outlines a continuum of learning that focuses on progression (Welsh Government, 2019). Age/stage related assessment is based on fixed milestones with assessment points tied to specific ages and places an emphasis on performance at a particular point, with expectations to meet predetermined standards by specific ages (Welsh Government, no date). Conversely, progression steps is perceived as a flexible and continuous journey, and unlike age/stage related assessment, is not confined to fixed stages (Welsh Government, 2024b). Instead, it acknowledges individual and diverse learning needs and thus progression is monitored through descriptions of learning rather than rigid age-based criteria, that serves as reference points rather than strict benchmarks (Welsh Government, 2024b). 
Age/stage related assessment has been criticised for not considering individual learning needs or differences in development, leading to a one-size-fits-all approach, overlooking individual learning needs (Bhattacharjee, 2024). In contrast, progression steps have been recognised for supporting individual learning, differences in development and for supporting smooth transition between educational phases by focusing on continuous development (Welsh Government, 2024b). Welsh Government (2024b) therefore highlights how the CfW’s progression steps are better equipped to consider the needs of the unique child and adopt a child-centred approach, promoting inclusion and a responsive educational environment. 
Nevertheless, the Department for Education (DfE) (2024) and Hurle (2018) consider both approaches to support the unique child in different ways. DfE (2024) argue that age/stage related assessment allows practitioners to monitor children’s progress and determine whether a child is meeting expected milestones, thus identifying areas where support may be required. Furthermore, Toddington St George Church of England School (no date) states that this approach provides clear standards and benchmarks to understand expected development stages, aiding planning and resource allocation to ensure children receive relevant and effective education. However, Grenier (2021) argues that this approach fails to acknowledge that children develop skills at different paces. Furthermore, such assessments do not capture the ongoing development or process of the learning journey for each individual child as does dynamic assessment and development (Elmahjoub, 2023).  Twyn School (no date) argues that progression steps, in contrast, reflect the continuous journey of a child’s education and acknowledge different learning styles and speeds. This is supported by B Squared (2021) who state that a focus on individual progression allows for personalised support that caters to the needs and strengths of each individual child. Twyn School (no date) and B Squared (2021) highlight the framework’s flexibility, and its enabling and adaptive approach to education. 
The concept of the unique child, according to Murray (2017) is based on the idea that every child is a competent learner with individual interests, capabilities, and developmental timelines and that they develop best when they are supported as individuals. As highlighted by Toddington St George Church of England School (no date), age/stage related assessment provides clear benchmarks to practitioners, allowing them to plan accordingly. Worcester County Council (no date) argue that this supports the idea of the unique child as it helps identify areas of strengths and weaknesses, allowing practitioners to implement and provide greater support where required. Furthermore, Misirliyan et al. (2023) state that this approach helps highlight significant deviations from typical development, signalling additional learning needs and allowing for identification of further support.  Despite this, Davis (2024) highlights how this can lead to labelling, particularly for those who fail to fit typical patterns of development, undermining unique strengths of the child. It also encourages comparison against peers rather than focusing on individual growth (Stock, 2017). Robinson (2006) and Cody (2011) criticise standardised and age/stage related assessment, stating that it fails to consider the differing needs of each child. 
In contrast, Power et al. (2020) argue that progression steps allow practitioners to recognise the need to be flexible and reflective in order to identify the differential development speeds of children, and that formative assessment can be adjusted based on ongoing development. It removes the need for children to hit specific milestones at specific ages and instead provides the appropriate support to each child to ensure they thrive within education, by meeting their individual needs, thus supporting the concept of the unique child (OECD, 2020). 
Despite both age/stage related assessment and progression steps providing structured frameworks to practitioners, they have been criticised for neglecting the complexities associated with children’s learning. 
Le et al. (2023) argue that such practices within education must be dynamic and inclusive, and cater child-centred approaches in order to be a true reflection of development. A linear approach, as is age/stage related assessment, disregards variations in learning and label children who do not conform to expected standards or social expectations as unable, or different, leading to marginalisation (Saqr et al., 2024). Progression steps recognise that learning and progression is not linear, and promotes holistic, child-centred and dynamic development (Estyn, no date c). However, its effectiveness is dependent on practitioner ability and professional judgement, as well as consistency across schools to provide a true reflection of a child’s development (Estyn, no date c). Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (2016) state that such practices can provide a true reflection through ongoing formative assessment, collaboration between children, partners and other practitioners to understand individual learning needs, and reflective practice to identify trends, gaps and areas for improvement in both children’s learning and practitioner teaching styles. This ensures that a unique experience is fostered for each child (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority, 2016). 
Both age/stage-related assessment and progression steps have been successful, however have presented several challenges within the Curriculum for Wales, impacting their effectiveness in reflecting children’s learning. Porcenaluk et al. (2023) argue that a shift in curriculum means that teaching practices must change, and this requires the extensive professional development of practitioners. 
Despite Welsh Government’s (2024e) promise of further support for teachers during the rollout of the curriculum, the lack of support provided to practitioners in the introduction of progression steps has resulted in inconsistent application and therefore varied interpretations in assessment (Giffard, 2024). This has been exacerbated by higher workloads, increased class sizes and resource constraints, resulting from the increased monitoring and documenting of children’s progress (UCAC, 2025). According to Estyn’s report (no date d), increased child-staff ratios is the result of ongoing issues with recruitment and retention of teachers. This impacts levels of fatigue and thus standards of teaching and assessments (UCAC, 2025). EEF (2021b) highlights how smaller class sizes allow for close monitoring and therefore more effective approaches to assessment. The National Approach to Professional Learning entitlement therefore sets out that the provision of adequate resources, including time, staff and materials must be provided to practitioners to develop effective practices and to invest in ongoing training for practitioners to ensure consistent application across settings (Welsh Government, no date c). This allows assessment methods to more accurately reflect individual learners’ development (Welsh Government, no date c). Despite this, the use of age/stage related assessments were also highlighted by Dauncey (2024) as being too rigid and reflected a checklist of skills for children based on age. This is supported by Estyn (2022) who stated that although it provided structure to practitioners, it undermined child-centred learning and increased pressure on both practitioners and children to meet expectations. 






Part 3
What does it take for play-based learning to succeed?
Within today’s early years education settings, an increased importance and value has been placed on play by families, practitioners and researchers, who recognise its ability to contribute to creativity, critical thinking, social interaction and all other foundational skills required for development (Nijhof et al., 2018). However, My Teaching Cupboard (no date) highlight how its success is based on an understanding of child development and thoughtful planning. This blog will explore the key considerations in order to implement a successful and effective play-based curricula that supports all children regardless of background, with a particular focus on the physical environment. 
Arnott (2023) highlights how play is pivotal in child development, and shapes a child’s learning experience. The design and organisation of the physical environment influences engagement and wellbeing, and thus has an impact on child development (Harrop, 2024). 
Reggio Emilia initially described the physical environment with early years settings as the third teacher, and that an environment carefully designed encourages exploration, discovery and interaction, promoting holistic learning experiences thus meeting Welsh Government’s (2024 f) aims of providing a high-quality and holistic education (Strong-Wilson and Ellis, 2007). This allows children to fulfil their needs and potentials, meeting Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs.
Page et al. (2024) propose the requirement to have a space for active engagement, incorporating natural elements, ensuring safety and accessibility, flexibility and adaptability, autonomy and choice, as well as integrating technology, engaging with families and engagement in continuous reflection. Both Birth to 5 Matters (no date) and Swift (no date) emphasise that an environment that promotes active engagement is one that effectively organises spaces to support different types of play and learning. These include the provision of different activities in different areas, such as art zones, construction zones and reading zones, allowing children to tailor their own learning and choose an activity which interests them (Early Learning Ventures, no date) fulfilling Froebelian free play theory (Leibschner, 1992). 
Furthermore, the ability to incorporate natural elements within these learning zones enhances a child’s sensory experience and provides a connection with nature (ISHCMC, 2024). The use of natural materials and plants, and the provision of outdoor spaces can enhance both physical and cognitive development, whilst adopting the forest school approach (Kiviranta et al., 2023; Forest Trust, no date). 
Nevertheless, safety and accessibility remains a key consideration in the implementation of play based learning, particularly in the design stages (Play Wales, 2017). Practitioners must ensure that equipment, materials and furniture are age appropriate, and that the architecture of the environment allows for clear pathways that promote inclusive spaces that accommodate the diverse needs of children (Zallio and Clarkson, 2021). Grimberg and Cortazar (2022) further state that the design of the environment should be flexible and allow for adjustments based on the differing needs, interests and developmental stages of children. This includes modular furniture and moveable partitions that allow practitioners to reconfigure spaces to support different activities, thus promoting a dynamic learning environment (Grimberg and Cortazar, 2022). This also promotes an environment that encourages free choice and initiative, working towards Nicholson’s (1971) loose parts play. Early Excellence (no date) highlights the importance of providing open storage with accessible materials and specific activity areas to enable children to make independent choices, thus developing confidence and decision making skills. Such learning environments should also encourage the development of social skills through interaction in groups based play, and can be achieved through the design of the environment (Care Learning, 2024). Wang (2023) states that arranging furniture to ensure face to face communication can assist children in developing skills and building relationships with peers, forming bonds and Meeting Bowbly’s (1969) attachment theory. 
In order to achieve Welsh Government’s (2020) objective of improving digital competence within the Welsh curriculum, learning environments should integrate technology, such as whiteboards and digital devices in a balanced way that enhances learning but does not replace play (Barbour, 2020; Waite, 2025). 

Engagement with families has been identified as a factor that contributes to children’s learning experiences (Gillani, 2022). Therefore, Wilkins (2024) encourages the creation of spaces such as community event areas or resource centres within early years settings to promote a sense of belonging and collaboration. Additionally, regular reflection ensures maintained effectiveness (Machost and Stains, 2023). The ability of practitioners to observe interactions, feedback and make adjustments ensures that learning environments meet the needs of all learning, promoting inclusivity and meeting the principles of the Equality Act 2010. 
The physical environment is therefore an important aspect of a successful play-based curriculum. By designing spaces carefully to ensure they promote engagement and social interaction, practitioners can ensure enriching learning experiences that support children’s holistic development. Continuous reflection and collaboration with families and communities further enhance the effectiveness of the learning environment, ensuring it remains responsive to the needs of all children.
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