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Part 1
Early years curricula shape children’s learning, development, and wellbeing during a critical period of growth. Frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England and the Curriculum for Wales aim to support holistic development through play-based, child-centred approaches that foster cognitive, social, emotional, and physical learning (OECD, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022). However, despite the recognised value of high-quality early childhood education, implementing these curricula effectively remains a major challenge for practitioners, leaders, and policymakers (Bonetti, 2019; Urban et al., 2019).
Curriculum implementation involves more than delivering planned activities. It requires practitioners to interpret curriculum guidance, make informed pedagogical decisions, assess children’s learning, and respond to individual needs, often under challenging conditions (OECD, 2021; Wood, 2020). Research suggests that workforce competence, funding pressures, accountability, inclusion, leadership, and family engagement all shape the effectiveness of implementation (Page, Elfer and Davis, 2023; Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021). This assignment critically examines the main challenges involved in implementing early years curricula and considers their implications for children’s learning experiences and educational outcomes.
Workforce Competence and Professional Development
A major challenge in implementing early years curricula is ensuring that practitioners have the knowledge, skills, and confidence to translate curriculum principles into effective practice. Play-based learning, child-centred pedagogy, and responsive teaching all require a strong understanding of child development and learning theory (OECD, 2021; Wood, 2020). Practitioners must therefore interpret curriculum guidance and adapt their teaching to meet diverse needs while maintaining curriculum integrity (Urban et al., 2019; Page et al., 2023).
Despite these expectations, concerns remain about practitioner qualifications and access to professional development. Urban et al. (2019) argue that many early childhood professionals receive insufficient ongoing training to support effective curriculum implementation, while Bonetti (2019) highlights persistent workforce shortages and recruitment difficulties. As a result, curriculum frameworks may be implemented inconsistently, contributing to variation in educational quality across settings (OECD, 2021; Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021).
Staff retention presents a further challenge. High turnover can disrupt continuity of practice and reduce opportunities for collaborative professional learning (Bonetti, 2019; Urban et al., 2019). Frequent staffing changes may also weaken relationships with children and families, which are central to effective early years practice (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021). Consequently, even theoretically strong curriculum frameworks depend on a stable and highly skilled workforce for successful implementation.
The Tension Between Play-Based Learning and School Readiness
Contemporary early years curricula are shaped by research that identifies play as a central mechanism through which young children learn and develop. Play-based pedagogies promote exploration, creativity, problem-solving, and social interaction, thereby supporting holistic development across multiple domains (Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels, 2018; Wood, 2020). As a result, many curriculum frameworks advocate child-led learning experiences that build on children’s interests and developmental needs (Welsh Government, 2022; OECD, 2021).
However, the growing emphasis on school readiness has created tension between developmental and academic priorities. Policymakers, schools, and parents often expect early years settings to prepare children for formal education by developing literacy and numeracy skills at younger ages (Bradbury, 2019; OECD, 2021). This can encourage practitioners to prioritise measurable academic outcomes over exploratory play, despite strong evidence of play’s educational value (Pyle et al., 2018; Wood, 2020).
Critically, this tension reflects broader debates about the purpose of early childhood education. Although academic preparation may support later success, an excessive focus on attainment can reduce opportunities for creativity, independence, and social development (Bradbury, 2019; Page et al., 2023). Practitioners therefore often balance competing expectations, which can lead to inconsistent implementation and weaker adherence to play-based principles (Wood, 2020; OECD, 2021).
Resource and Funding Constraints
Effective implementation of early years curricula depends heavily on access to appropriate resources, including qualified staff, learning materials, outdoor environments, and professional development. High-quality learning experiences require substantial investment, particularly in play-based settings where resources support exploration and investigation (OECD, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022). However, financial constraints continue to limit many providers’ ability to implement curricula effectively (Bonetti, 2019; Early Education, 2021).
Funding pressures have direct consequences for curriculum delivery. Settings experiencing financial difficulty may struggle to maintain favourable adult-to-child ratios, invest in resources, or provide staff training (Bonetti, 2019; OECD, 2021). Practitioners may therefore face heavier workloads and fewer opportunities for reflective practice, ultimately affecting the quality of provision (Urban et al., 2019; Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021).
A key concern is that funding inequalities contribute to disparities in children’s educational experiences. Children in well-resourced settings are more likely to access richer learning opportunities than those in underfunded provision, raising important questions about equity and social justice (OECD, 2021; Page et al., 2023). Thus, although curricula may aspire to provide equal opportunities, resource limitations can significantly shape implementation outcomes (Bonetti, 2019; Early Education, 2021).
Assessment and Documentation Pressures
Assessment is central to curriculum implementation because it informs planning, identifies support needs, and enables practitioners to monitor children’s progress. Contemporary early years curricula emphasise formative assessment embedded in everyday practice and designed to support individual learning journeys (OECD, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022). Observational assessment is especially valued in play-based contexts because it allows practitioners to gather evidence during authentic learning experiences (Pyle et al., 2018; Page et al., 2023).
Despite these benefits, assessment can create significant challenges. Rising accountability demands have increased the emphasis on documentation and evidence collection, often requiring practitioners to record extensive information about children’s learning and development (Bradbury, 2019; OECD, 2021). While documentation can support planning and communication, excessive recording may divert attention from direct interaction with children (Page et al., 2023; Wood, 2020).
Critically, this reflects a wider tension between child-centred pedagogy and performative accountability cultures. Bradbury (2019) argues that data-driven assessment can contribute to the “schoolification” of early childhood education, while OECD (2021) highlights the administrative burden placed on practitioners. Consequently, assessment systems intended to support learning may inadvertently diminish the quality of children’s educational experiences (Wood, 2020; Page et al., 2023).
Inclusion and Diversity
Modern early years curricula emphasise inclusion by seeking to ensure that all children can access meaningful learning opportunities regardless of background, ability, or circumstance. Inclusive practice requires practitioners to recognise and respond to diverse needs related to language, culture, disability, and socioeconomic status (Page et al., 2023; Welsh Government, 2022). Such approaches align with children’s rights frameworks and principles of educational equity (UNICEF, 2021; OECD, 2021).
However, implementing inclusive curricula presents major challenges. Practitioners often need specialist knowledge and additional resources to support children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) and those learning English or Welsh as an additional language (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021). Limited access to specialist services and training can make it difficult to meet these needs within mainstream provision (Welsh Government, 2022; Urban et al., 2019).
Furthermore, curriculum frameworks may endorse inclusion conceptually while offering limited practical guidance for implementation. This can create uncertainty among practitioners and contribute to variation between settings (OECD, 2021; Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021). Achieving genuinely inclusive implementation therefore requires more than policy commitment; it also depends on adequate support, training, and resources (Page et al., 2023; UNICEF, 2021).
Family and Community Engagement
Family engagement is widely recognised as a key influence on children’s learning and development. Strong partnerships between practitioners and families can enrich children’s educational experiences by promoting consistency between home and educational settings (OECD, 2021; Page et al., 2023). Contemporary curricula increasingly emphasise the importance of involving parents as active participants in children’s learning journeys (Welsh Government, 2022; Early Education, 2021).
Despite these aspirations, building meaningful family partnerships can be difficult. Families may hold different beliefs about children’s learning, educational priorities, and curriculum expectations (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021). For example, some parents may prioritise academic preparation, whereas practitioners may advocate play-based approaches supported by curriculum guidance (Wood, 2020; Pyle et al., 2018).
Socioeconomic inequalities can further limit family engagement. Employment patterns, language barriers, and restricted access to resources may all affect parents’ ability to participate in educational activities (OECD, 2021; UNICEF, 2021). Practitioners must therefore manage complex relationships and develop inclusive strategies that support collaboration while respecting diverse family circumstances (Page et al., 2023; Welsh Government, 2022).
Leadership and Organisational Challenges
Leadership plays a crucial role in how effectively curricula are implemented in early years settings. Effective leaders foster collaboration, reflective practice, and continuous professional development while ensuring that curriculum goals remain central to practice (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021; OECD, 2021). Leadership is therefore essential in translating policy aspirations into meaningful learning experiences for children (Welsh Government, 2022; Urban et al., 2019).
However, leaders often face competing responsibilities, including regulatory compliance, financial management, workforce development, and curriculum implementation (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021; Bonetti, 2019). These pressures can restrict opportunities to focus on pedagogical leadership and staff support, particularly in resource-constrained settings (OECD, 2021; Urban et al., 2019).
A critical issue is that curriculum reform often fails to account for the complexity of implementation. New initiatives may be introduced without sufficient training, resources, or leadership support, resulting in superficial compliance rather than meaningful change (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021; OECD, 2021). Effective curriculum implementation therefore depends not only on strong design but also on effective organisational leadership (Welsh Government, 2022; Bonetti, 2019).
Conclusion
Implementing early years curricula is a complex process shaped by multiple interrelated factors. Although contemporary curricula promote child-centred, play-based approaches that support holistic development, practitioners continue to face significant challenges related to workforce competence, assessment, funding, inclusion, and accountability (OECD, 2021; Wood, 2020). These challenges affect the extent to which curriculum intentions are translated into high-quality learning experiences for children (Page et al., 2023; Urban et al., 2019).
This analysis has shown that successful curriculum implementation requires more than a well-designed framework. It also depends on adequate funding, sustained professional development, effective leadership, and meaningful partnerships with families and communities (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022). Unless these structural and organisational challenges are addressed, the gap between curriculum policy and practice is likely to continue undermining efforts to improve outcomes for young children (OECD, 2021; Bonetti, 2019).

Part 2
The concept of the unique child is a key principle of contemporary early childhood education. It recognises that children develop differently according to their experiences, abilities, interests, and social contexts (Welsh Government, 2022; Page, Elfer and Davis, 2023). In Wales, this principle is embedded in the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes learner-centred approaches and acknowledges that children progress at different rates (Welsh Government, 2022; OECD, 2021). The curriculum emphasises holistic development and moves away from rigid age-related expectations towards a more personalised view of children’s learning journeys (Donaldson, 2020; Welsh Government, 2021).
Play-based learning is central to early childhood education in Wales because it supports children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development through meaningful experiences and exploration (Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels, 2018; Wood, 2020). However, tensions arise when practitioners are expected to assess, monitor, and track progress while also recognising individual developmental differences (OECD, 2021; Bradbury, 2019). This assignment critically evaluates assessment methods, progress-tracking systems, and age- or stage-related developmental models within play-based curricula in Wales, considering the extent to which they support or challenge the principle of the unique child (Welsh Government, 2022; Page et al., 2023).
The Concept of the Unique Child in Wales
The concept of the unique child is grounded in socio-constructivist theories that view learning as a socially mediated process shaped by interaction and environment (Wood, 2020; Page et al., 2023). Contemporary Welsh policy reflects these perspectives by placing the learner at the centre of curriculum planning and assessment (Welsh Government, 2021; Donaldson, 2020). The Curriculum for Wales recognises that children bring diverse experiences, identities, and capabilities to educational settings and therefore should not be expected to achieve identical outcomes within fixed timescales (Welsh Government, 2022; OECD, 2021).
This perspective challenges traditional approaches that rely on standardisation and age-related expectations to measure achievement (Bradbury, 2019; OECD, 2021). By viewing children as active participants in learning, the curriculum encourages practitioners to build on their interests, strengths, and prior experiences (Pyle et al., 2018; Wood, 2020). However, although the principle of the unique child is widely endorsed in policy, its implementation remains difficult because education systems continue to demand evidence of progression and accountability (Bradbury, 2019; Welsh Government, 2022). Practitioners therefore often face tension between individualised practice and institutional demands for measurable outcomes (OECD, 2021; Donaldson, 2020).
Assessment Within Play-Based Curricula
Assessment is a key component of early childhood education because it helps practitioners understand children’s development, identify support needs, and inform future planning (Welsh Government, 2022; OECD, 2021). Within play-based curricula, assessment is expected to be embedded in everyday experiences rather than conducted through formal testing (Pyle et al., 2018; Wood, 2020). Welsh guidance emphasises that assessment should support progression and enhance learning rather than simply measure attainment (Welsh Government, 2022; Welsh Government, 2021).
Observational assessment is widely regarded as the most appropriate method for evaluating learning in play-based environments because it enables practitioners to gather evidence during authentic experiences (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021). Through observation, practitioners can identify children’s interests, problem-solving strategies, social interactions, and communication skills in natural contexts (Pyle et al., 2018; Wood, 2020). This approach aligns closely with the concept of the unique child because it focuses on individual learning behaviours and developmental pathways rather than comparing children against standardised benchmarks (Welsh Government, 2022; Page et al., 2023).
Despite these strengths, observational assessment has been criticised for its potential subjectivity and limited reliability (Bradbury, 2019; OECD, 2021). Different practitioners may interpret the same behaviours differently, leading to inconsistency in assessment judgements and planning decisions (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021). Moreover, effective observation requires substantial professional knowledge and reflective practice, which vary across practitioners and settings (Wood, 2020; Donaldson, 2020). Consequently, although observational assessment supports child-centred learning, its effectiveness depends heavily on practitioner expertise and organisational support (OECD, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022).
A further concern is the growing documentation burden associated with observational assessment (Bradbury, 2019; OECD, 2021). Practitioners are often expected to collect extensive evidence of children’s learning, which can reduce the time available for direct interaction and meaningful engagement (Bradbury, 2019; Page et al., 2023). This reflects a broader tension in early childhood education, where assessment practices intended to support learning can become dominated by accountability demands and data collection. As a result, some scholars argue that assessment systems may inadvertently undermine the play-based principles they are intended to support (Wood, 2020; Pyle et al., 2018).
Progress Tracking Within the Curriculum for Wales
The Curriculum for Wales adopts a progression-based approach that differs significantly from traditional attainment-focused models of assessment (Welsh Government, 2022; Donaldson, 2020). Rather than measuring achievement against fixed age-related expectations, progression is understood as the continuous development of knowledge, skills, and understanding over time (Welsh Government, 2021; OECD, 2021). This approach reflects contemporary understandings of child development, which recognise that learning is rarely linear and that children progress in diverse ways and at different rates (Page et al., 2023; Wood, 2020).
A major strength of progression-based assessment is that it aligns with the concept of the unique child by recognising individual developmental trajectories (Welsh Government, 2022; OECD, 2021). Children are assessed in relation to their own learning journey rather than directly compared with their peers (Donaldson, 2020; Welsh Government, 2021). This can support inclusion by reducing the risk of labelling children as underachieving simply because they develop differently from age-related norms (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021).
However, progression-based assessment also presents significant challenges for practitioners (Bradbury, 2019; Welsh Government, 2022). Without clearly defined benchmarks, it can be difficult to judge what counts as sufficient progress or to ensure consistency between settings (OECD, 2021; Donaldson, 2020). In addition, accountability pressures often encourage schools to produce measurable evidence of achievement, which may lead practitioners to develop local tracking systems resembling traditional attainment models (Bradbury, 2019; Welsh Government, 2022). As a result, progression may be reduced to another form of performance measurement rather than supporting genuinely individualised learning pathways (OECD, 2021; Wood, 2020).
Conclusion
Overall, the principle of the unique child offers a strong conceptual foundation for early childhood education in Wales by foregrounding individual development, learner diversity, and holistic progression. Approaches to assessment and progress tracking that are aligned with this principle can support more inclusive and responsive pedagogy.
However, the analysis also shows that significant tensions remain between child-centred policy aspirations and the practical demands of assessment, accountability, and consistency. A balanced approach is therefore required, one that values developmental knowledge and professional judgement while resisting reductive or overly standardised interpretations of children’s learning.













Part 3
Implementing a Play-Based Curriculum: Key Priorities for Early Years Leaders During Curriculum Change
Curriculum reforms across the UK have led many early years settings to review their pedagogy and curriculum design. Whether responding to the Curriculum for Wales, updates to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), or a setting-specific approach, leaders must balance policy requirements with the developmental needs of young children. Research consistently shows that effective curriculum implementation depends not only on curriculum content but also on workforce capability, leadership, family engagement, and the quality of children’s everyday experiences (OECD, 2021).
Play is central to effective early years provision. Research shows that it supports children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development, while also fostering creativity, resilience, and problem-solving (Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels, 2018). As a result, many contemporary curriculum frameworks position play as the main vehicle for learning rather than as something separate from education. However, implementing a genuinely play-based curriculum often requires significant shifts in professional thinking and practice, especially during periods of curriculum change (Wood, 2020).
One key priority for leaders is developing a shared understanding of play-based learning. Although most practitioners value play, interpretations vary. Some view it as entirely child-led, while others focus on adult-directed activities presented as play. Research suggests that effective play-based curricula combine child-initiated experiences with intentional adult support that extends learning without dominating it (Pyle et al., 2018). Staff therefore need opportunities to discuss pedagogical principles and develop a consistent understanding of learning through play (OECD, 2021).
Professional development is essential during curriculum change. New frameworks often introduce unfamiliar terminology, progression models, or assessment approaches that require practitioners to rethink established practices. OECD (2021) identifies workforce development as one of the most influential factors in curriculum implementation and stresses the importance of sustained learning rather than one-off training. Leaders should therefore prioritise coaching, mentoring, and collaborative reflection so that curriculum changes become embedded in everyday practice rather than remaining policy aspirations.
The learning environment is another important consideration. A play-based curriculum cannot flourish in spaces that restrict children’s independence, curiosity, or choice. Well-designed indoor and outdoor environments should promote exploration, problem-solving, and sustained shared thinking, while allowing children to revisit and extend their learning (Wood, 2020). As settings adapt to curriculum reform, leaders should evaluate whether resources genuinely encourage inquiry and creativity or simply support adult-planned tasks (Page, Elfer and Davis, 2023).
Curriculum change also requires careful attention to assessment. Traditional approaches centred on data collection and attainment measures can sit uneasily alongside play-based pedagogy. Contemporary frameworks increasingly emphasise formative assessment, observation, and professional judgement rather than formal testing (Welsh Government, 2022). However, practitioners often feel pressure to produce measurable evidence of learning, creating tension between child-centred practice and accountability demands (Bradbury, 2019). Leaders therefore need assessment systems that support learning without overburdening staff with unnecessary documentation.
Balancing play with expectations around school readiness is another major challenge. Parents, policymakers, and schools often focus on children’s literacy and numeracy development as they prepare for formal education. Yet research shows that play-based approaches can support academic learning while also promoting social competence, communication, and emotional wellbeing (Pyle et al., 2018). The issue is therefore not whether to choose to play or learning, but how to communicate that meaningful learning happens through play (Wood, 2020).
Family engagement becomes especially important during curriculum change. Parents may be unfamiliar with new approaches and may question why children appear to spend much of the day playing rather than completing formal tasks. Research suggests that curriculum implementation is stronger when families understand the rationale behind pedagogical decisions and are actively involved in children’s learning journeys (OECD, 2021). Regular communication, workshops, and shared learning opportunities can help build trust and strengthen home-setting partnerships (Page et al., 2023).
Inclusion must also remain central. Children engage with play in different ways, and practitioners need to ensure that curriculum change supports learners with diverse needs, abilities, and cultural backgrounds. Inclusive play-based curricula recognise individual strengths while providing appropriate challenge and support (Page et al., 2023). During implementation, leaders should consider whether curriculum plans genuinely meet the needs of all learners or whether some children may face unintended barriers to participation (UNICEF, 2021).
Practitioner workload and wellbeing present another significant challenge. Curriculum reform often adds to existing responsibilities, increasing pressure on staff who are already managing demanding workloads. Research shows that excessive documentation, planning requirements, and accountability measures can undermine practitioner wellbeing and reduce the quality of interactions with children (Bradbury, 2019). Leaders therefore need implementation processes that are realistic, streamlined, and supportive rather than unnecessarily burdensome (OECD, 2021).
Strong leadership is critical during curriculum transition. Successful implementation depends on leaders creating a culture of collaboration, reflection, and continuous improvement. Rather than focusing only on compliance, effective leaders encourage practitioners to engage critically with curriculum guidance and adapt practice to meet the needs of their children and communities (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2021). Leadership should therefore build professional confidence and create opportunities for staff to test, review, and refine their practice over time (OECD, 2021).
Most importantly, settings must recognise that curriculum implementation is a process rather than a single event. Meaningful change takes time, and practitioners need opportunities to reflect on what is working and what needs further development. Evidence from curriculum reform suggests that sustainable change is more likely when implementation is gradual, collaborative, and informed by ongoing evaluation (Welsh Government, 2022). If change is rushed, it may lead to superficial compliance rather than genuine improvement in children’s learning experiences (OECD, 2021).
Ultimately, implementing a play-based curriculum requires more than reorganising resources or updating planning documents. It involves building a shared pedagogical vision, investing in professional learning, engaging families, and ensuring that assessment practices align with curriculum principles. Although curriculum change presents challenges, it also offers opportunities to reflect on practice and strengthen provision. By keeping children’s needs, interests, and wellbeing at the centre of decision-making, early years leaders can help ensure that curriculum reform leads to meaningful and lasting improvements in outcomes for young learners (Page et al., 2023; OECD, 2021).
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