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Introduction
Curriculum sits at the heart of early childhood education, shaping not only what children learn but how they learn it, who they become, and how practitioners understand their professional role. For Carr and Lee (2012), curriculum is far more than a list of content; it is a living framework of values, relationships and pedagogical intent. Within early years education, play-based curricula have emerged as a dominant paradigm, rooted in decades of developmental theory and empirical research affirming the primacy of play as children's most natural and effective mode of learning (Whitebread, 2012). The significance of this cannot be understated, given that the quality of early childhood provision has been shown to have lasting consequences for children's cognitive, social and emotional development well into adolescence and beyond (Sylva et al., 2004).
This assignment critically examines early years curricula through three interconnected sections. Section one critically analyses the challenges of implementing play-based curricula, drawing primarily on the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Reggio Emilia approach (Malaguzzi, 1993) as two contrasting yet philosophically aligned frameworks. Section two considers the concept of the 'Unique Child' and critically evaluates methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based contexts. Section three presents a professional blog aimed at early years practitioners, exploring key considerations when implementing a play-based curriculum or navigating curriculum change. 

Section One: Critically Analysing the Challenges of Implementing Play-Based Curricula
Before analysing the challenges of implementation, it is necessary to establish what is meant by a play-based curriculum. Moyles (2010: 2) defines play as 'a range of intrinsically motivated activities done for recreational pleasure and enjoyment', yet in educational contexts, play occupies a more purposeful and pedagogically considered position. Wood (2013) distinguishes between free play, structured play and guided play, each carrying different implications for practitioner role and curriculum design. A play-based curriculum, then, is one that positions play as the primary vehicle through which children construct knowledge, develop skills and form identities (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). This philosophical positioning represents a significant departure from transmission-based models of education, demanding a fundamental rethinking of what teaching looks like, what counts as evidence of learning, and how professional expertise is understood and valued within the sector.
The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Reggio Emilia approach (Malaguzzi, 1993) both embrace play-based philosophies, though they differ substantially in origin, structure and implementation context. The Curriculum for Wales was introduced for statutory use from September 2022, representing the most significant reform of Welsh education in a generation (Donaldson, 2015). Shaped by Graham Donaldson's 'Successful Futures' review, the curriculum is organised around six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), four purposes and six cross-curricular skills, with play and experiential learning positioned as central to provision for children aged three to seven in the Foundation Learning phase (Welsh Government, 2022). The curriculum explicitly states that 'play is the means by which young children learn' and emphasises child-initiated activity, rich environments and the role of the adult in extending rather than directing learning (Welsh Government, 2022: 14). Philosophically, it draws on sociocultural and constructivist traditions (Vygotsky, 1978; Piaget, 1954), positioning children as active participants in their own learning and emphasising the importance of relationships, language and context. It is aspirational and broad in scope, deliberately avoiding prescriptive content and instead offering pedagogical principles that practitioners are expected to interpret and enact with professional autonomy. This deliberate openness is both a strength and a source of challenge, as it places considerable demands on practitioners to translate broad philosophical commitments into coherent, high-quality daily provision.
The Reggio Emilia approach originated in northern Italy following the Second World War, developed by Loris Malaguzzi and the community of Reggio Emilia in response to a collective vision for transformative early childhood education (Malaguzzi, 1993). Unlike the Curriculum for Wales, Reggio Emilia is not a statutory framework; it is a philosophical approach that has influenced early years practice globally. Its core tenets include the image of the child as a competent, curious and capable protagonist, the environment as the 'third teacher', the use of 'the hundred languages of children' to express and communicate ideas, and documentation as a tool for making learning visible (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011). The approach is underpinned by Malaguzzi's (1993) relational theory, as well as the sociocultural frameworks of Vygotsky (1978) and Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory, which emphasises the interconnectedness of child, family, community and context. The approach is emergent rather than prescribed, meaning that curriculum content arises from children's interests and is co-constructed through dialogue between children, educators and families (Rinaldi, 2005). This emergent quality demands a particular kind of professional readiness, one characterised by deep listening, genuine curiosity about children's thinking, and the capacity to follow unexpected directions without the security of a predetermined plan.
Both frameworks share a commitment to play as fundamental to learning, a rejection of transmission-based pedagogy, and an emphasis on the child's voice and agency. However, significant differences exist in their structure, accessibility and implementation contexts. The Curriculum for Wales operates within a statutory national framework, providing a degree of external accountability through Estyn inspection (Estyn, 2023), whereas Reggio Emilia is a voluntary approach with no external regulatory framework, affording practitioners considerably greater creative freedom. In terms of the role of the adult, the Curriculum for Wales provides guidance on enabling environments and responsive interaction, yet stops short of prescribing specific pedagogical methods, creating what Priestley and Biesta (2013) identify as a tension between curriculum as policy and curriculum as enacted practice. Reggio Emilia, by contrast, frames the educator explicitly as a researcher and co-constructor (Rinaldi, 2005), a role that demands high levels of professional confidence, time for reflection and robust infrastructure. In terms of documentation, Reggio Emilia's practice of pedagogical documentation, that is, the systematic observation, recording and display of children's thinking, offers a sophisticated model of making learning visible that the Curriculum for Wales encourages but does not operationalise with the same depth (Carr and Lee, 2012). This distinction matters considerably when examining implementation challenges, as the degree of professional agency required by both frameworks can be both an asset and a significant barrier.
One of the most consistently documented barriers to implementing play-based curricula is the readiness and confidence of the workforce (Siraj and Kingston, 2015). Taylor, Rhys and Waldren (2016) evaluated the implementation of the Foundation Phase, the predecessor to the Curriculum for Wales, and found significant inconsistencies in practitioner understanding of play-based pedagogy, attributing these in part to insufficient professional development. Their evaluation noted that where practitioners received sustained, high-quality training, the quality of provision was markedly higher. Critically, however, they found that training was neither universally available nor consistently implemented across the sector. This finding is particularly significant given the workforce composition of the Welsh early years sector. MacDonald (2018) highlights that the non-maintained sector, comprising private nurseries, childminders and voluntary settings, employs a workforce characterised by lower qualification levels, lower pay and less access to professional development than their maintained sector counterparts. The absence of a mandatory minimum qualification level for support staff in Wales (Siraj and Kingston, 2015) means that play-based curricula may be delivered by individuals who lack the theoretical understanding to enact them with fidelity. As Ang (2014: 52) argues, 'quality early years education requires a quality workforce; without investment in the people who deliver it, even the most well-designed curriculum remains aspirational rather than actual.'
For the Reggio Emilia approach, the workforce demands are even more pronounced. Effective implementation requires educators who see themselves as researchers, are fluent in the language of documentation, and can sustain long-term projects emerging from children's interests (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011). Importing this approach into a Welsh context, with differing professional cultures, qualification structures and resource levels, presents considerable challenges. As Taggart (2011) cautions, the risk of adopting an approach without understanding its cultural and political context is that it becomes surface-level adoption, stripping out the relational and philosophical substance that makes it effective. This concern is not merely theoretical; it is visible in practice across many settings that describe themselves as 'Reggio-inspired' but have retained fundamentally didactic structures beneath an aesthetic veneer of documentation displays and open-ended materials.
Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach rely heavily on practitioner interpretation, which creates inherent variability in delivery. The Curriculum for Wales deliberately avoids prescription, offering principles rather than programmes. While this affords professional autonomy, it also means that children's experiences can differ substantially depending on the setting they attend, the confidence of their practitioner, and the support available from their local authority or school leadership (Priestley and Biesta, 2013). The Estyn (2023) report on curriculum implementation in Wales noted that while many settings had engaged positively with the new framework, there remained significant gaps in understanding, particularly regarding the integration of play across all six AoLEs and the shift away from subject-based teaching. Some practitioners, particularly those trained under more didactic models, struggled to relinquish control of the learning environment in ways consistent with a genuinely play-based approach. Howard and McInnes (2012) found in their research that children's perceptions of an activity as 'playful' rather than adult-directed was a significant factor in their engagement and emotional wellbeing. Where practitioners failed to understand this distinction, play-based provision became what Wood (2013) terms 'play as performance': activities framed as play but retaining the control structures of adult-directed learning.
Implementation of play-based curricula is also significantly shaped by material conditions. Rich play environments require physical space, high-quality resources, and time for both free and guided play (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). In Wales, significant variation exists in the resources available to settings, with non-maintained settings often operating with considerably lower per-child funding than maintained schools (Welsh Government, 2014). Wightwick (2019) reported that many Welsh schools were facing severe budget pressures, leading to increased class sizes, reduced staffing and the curtailment of activities that, while valuable, were considered discretionary, a category into which sustained play-based projects can erroneously fall. For the Reggio Emilia approach specifically, the time required for pedagogical documentation, that is, the careful observation, interpretation and sharing of children's learning journeys, is substantial. Stacey (2015) notes that in adapted Reggio-inspired settings outside Italy, documentation is frequently reduced to display work rather than maintained as a genuine tool for pedagogical reflection, partly because the time and staffing needed to do it properly are unavailable. This highlights a broader tension: play-based curricula are more demanding to implement well than transmission-based models, not less, yet they are often introduced without the commensurate investment in infrastructure.
A further dimension of implementation challenge concerns cultural and community context. The Reggio Emilia approach emerged from a specific cultural and political milieu, specifically post-war Italy, a strong tradition of communal responsibility and well-funded, highly professionalised early childhood provision (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013). Transplanting this approach to Wales, with its own linguistic and cultural distinctiveness including the role of the Welsh language, requires careful critical reflection. The Curriculum for Wales does attempt to foreground Welsh identity and culture, for example through the mandatory inclusion of Welsh language across all settings and the embedding of Wales' history and cultural heritage within the framework (Welsh Government, 2022). However, Siencyn (2016) notes that the relationship between curriculum policy and Welsh-medium provision remains complex, with some settings finding the dual demands of language policy and curriculum reform particularly challenging to manage simultaneously. More broadly, Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) argue that any attempt to transplant a curriculum philosophy across national and cultural boundaries without critical interrogation risks reproducing a form of educational colonialism, in which locally developed values and practices are displaced by imported frameworks that carry their own unexamined assumptions.
The implementation of play-based curricula such as the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach presents substantive, multi-layered challenges. These include persistent workforce development gaps, variability in practitioner understanding and confidence, unequal resource distribution, and the difficulties of transposing philosophical approaches across cultural contexts. While both frameworks represent a significant step forward in conceiving early childhood education as relational, child-centred and play-rich, the quality of implementation remains deeply uneven. As Ofsted (2017: 8) concluded in the English context, 'what matters is not what curriculum a setting claims to follow, but whether practitioners understand it well enough to bring it to life.' This observation applies with equal force to the Welsh context and underlines the degree to which curriculum reform, however well intentioned, is ultimately dependent on the professional capacity and supported agency of those who enact it every day.
Section Two: The Unique Child, Assessment, Progress Tracking and Age or Stage Development Models
The concept of the 'Unique Child' sits at the heart of contemporary early years philosophy, representing a fundamental philosophical position about how children should be viewed, understood and supported. The Curriculum for Wales affirms that every child has distinct strengths, interests, experiences and needs, and that provision must respond to this individuality (Welsh Government, 2022). This principle draws on a long tradition of humanistic developmental theory, from Rousseau's (1762, cited in Soëtard, 1994) image of the child as naturally good and curious, to Dewey's (1938) conviction that education must begin with the child's experience, and Rogers' (1961) emphasis on unconditional positive regard and the actualising tendency in all human beings. More recently, poststructuralist theorists such as Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) have extended this thinking, arguing that children must be understood not as universal developmental subjects but as situated beings whose identities are constituted through specific cultural, linguistic and relational contexts. The concept was codified most explicitly in England's Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE, 2021), where it appears as one of four guiding principles. However, the spirit of the unique child permeates the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach equally, both of which resist age-normative models of development in favour of responsive, individualised practice (Palaiologou, 2019).
Assessment in a play-based setting is philosophically and practically complex. The Curriculum for Wales outlines a framework for assessment that is explicitly formative and learner-centred. Welsh Government (2022b) states that assessment should serve learning; it exists to help practitioners understand where learners are in their development, to celebrate what they can do, and to plan next steps. The framework moves away from levels and national curriculum attainment targets in favour of 'Progress Descriptions', which describe the nature of progression within each AoLE without assigning age-specific expectations. This approach is philosophically aligned with the unique child concept: by removing prescribed age-related benchmarks, it creates space for practitioners to recognise and value diverse developmental trajectories. Broadhead, Howard and Wood (2010) argue that this kind of open-ended assessment is more consistent with a play-based philosophy because it attends to process, that is, how children engage, explore and communicate, rather than solely to product. However, the approach also generates practical challenges. Without clear age-related norms, practitioners may find it difficult to identify children who require additional support (Palaiologou, 2019). Nutbrown (2012) argues that while formative assessment tools such as observation, learning stories and portfolio documentation are powerful instruments for understanding the whole child, they require high levels of practitioner skill, time and professional confidence to implement effectively. Welsh Government (2022b) does provide guidance on this, but the transition from a norm-referenced to a criterion-referenced model has not been without difficulty. Estyn (2023) noted variability in assessment quality across settings, with some practitioners struggling to move beyond descriptive observation towards genuine analytical reflection on children's learning.
One prominent assessment method within play-based curricula is the Learning Story approach, originally developed by Margaret Carr in New Zealand in the context of the Te Whāriki curriculum (Carr and Lee, 2012). Learning Stories are narrative observations that document children's engagement with meaningful tasks, identifying dispositions for learning such as curiosity, resilience, reciprocity and imagination. They are written from a strengths-based perspective, celebrating what the child can do, and are shared with children and families to create a collaborative understanding of learning (Carr and Lee, 2012). Learning Stories have been widely adopted in play-based early years settings across the United Kingdom, including in Wales, and they align closely with the unique child concept: each story is individual, contextually grounded, and captures the child's voice and perspective (Worthington, 2010). Critically, they resist the reduction of learning to numerical scores or developmental checklists, instead portraying children as meaning-makers within rich social contexts.
However, Learning Stories are not without limitations. Formosinho and Formosinho (2012) caution that the narrative form, while powerful, can obscure as well as reveal; a practitioner who does not know a child well, or who brings their own cultural assumptions to the process, may construct a story that reflects their own perspective more than the child's. Sample size and frequency of documentation are also significant issues. In settings with high child-to-adult ratios, Learning Stories may be produced infrequently and for only a subset of children, limiting their utility as a systematic assessment tool (Nutbrown, 2012). Furthermore, sharing stories with families assumes a model of family engagement that may not be equally accessible to all communities, raising important equity concerns about whose voices are centred in the documentation process and whose are marginalised (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2007).
The Reggio Emilia approach offers a sophisticated alternative model of assessment through pedagogical documentation. In contrast to traditional assessment, documentation in Reggio Emilia is not primarily summative; it does not aim to measure children against a standard. Instead, it serves as a tool for making learning visible, supporting professional reflection and generating dialogue between children, families and educators (Rinaldi, 2005). Documentation takes multiple forms including written observations, photographs, children's drawings and constructions, audio and video recordings, and interpretive commentary. Crucially, it is collective, produced by teams of educators who reflect together on what they observe, constructing shared theories about children's learning (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011). This collaborative reflective practice is itself a form of professional development, embedding inquiry at the heart of the pedagogical process. From a unique child perspective, pedagogical documentation is highly effective at capturing the individuality and complexity of children's thinking. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013: 147) describe it as 'a practice of listening and responding to children' that refuses to reduce the child to a category or a score. However, the model also has significant limitations in non-Italian contexts. Stacey (2015) observes that pedagogical documentation requires time, collaborative infrastructure and a school culture committed to inquiry, conditions that are frequently absent in busy, under-resourced settings. There is also a risk that documentation becomes what Rinaldi (2005) herself acknowledges as 'documentation for display' rather than genuine pedagogical reflection: aesthetically pleasing but analytically shallow.
Many early years assessment frameworks draw on stage-based developmental models, most prominently those of Piaget (1954), Erikson (1950) and Gesell (1925, cited in Thelen and Adolph, 1992). These models describe a sequence of developmental milestones, cognitive, social, emotional and physical, that most children are expected to reach within broadly predictable age bands. They have shaped developmental checklists such as the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (Squires and Bricker, 2009) and the Developmental Matters guidance used alongside the EYFS in England (DfE, 2021). Within play-based curricula, stage models present a particular tension. On one hand, they provide a framework within which to identify children who may need additional support, offering a shared professional language and enabling early intervention (Sheridan, Howard and Alderson, 2011). On the other hand, they rest on assumptions about universal developmental trajectories that have been subjected to sustained critique. Burman (2016) argues that developmental psychology has historically reflected the experiences of a narrow demographic, specifically white, Western, middle-class children, and that applying universal norms to diverse populations risks pathologising difference rather than recognising it as the richness it represents.
This critique is directly relevant to the unique child concept. If assessment practice is anchored in age-stage norms, children who develop differently, whether due to neurodiversity, disability, cultural background, multilingualism or socioeconomic disadvantage, may be assessed as deficient rather than understood as individuals on their own developmental trajectory (Palaiologou, 2019). Within play-based curricula, this tension is particularly acute because the pedagogy promotes individuality while the assessment structures may inadvertently impose conformity. The Curriculum for Wales attempts to navigate this tension through its Progress Descriptions, which describe patterns of progression without assigning fixed age expectations (Welsh Government, 2022b). However, the statutory assessment arrangements for the Foundation Learning phase, including the Welsh Government's (2021) developmental profile for the end of the Foundation phase, introduce a degree of age-normed expectation that can conflict with the unique child philosophy in practice. Nutbrown (2012) argues that any statutory endpoint assessment risks distorting the pedagogical process that precedes it; practitioners may find themselves teaching toward the assessment rather than following the child's lead.
A critical dimension of any assessment approach is its capacity to recognise and support children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and neurodiverse profiles. The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 introduced a new framework for identifying and supporting children with ALN, replacing the previous Special Educational Needs system and placing the voice of the learner at the centre of assessment and planning, consistent with the unique child philosophy (Welsh Government, 2018). However, practitioners report significant challenges in navigating the intersection of play-based assessment and ALN identification. Riddell and Weedon (2018) found that early identification of additional needs in play-based settings was often delayed because the freedom of play-based environments could mask as well as reveal developmental differences. A child who appears to be choosing not to engage with an activity may be experiencing sensory processing difficulties; a child who moves constantly may be signalling a need for proprioceptive input rather than presenting a behavioural challenge. Practitioner knowledge of neurodiversity and the relationship between play behaviour and developmental need is therefore essential, yet unevenly distributed across the sector (Sheridan, Howard and Alderson, 2011).
Assessment within play-based curricula is a contested and complex domain. Both Learning Story approaches and pedagogical documentation offer powerful tools for understanding the unique child, but each carries implementation challenges related to practitioner skill, time and equity. Age or stage developmental models, while providing useful frameworks for early identification, risk constraining the very individuality they should be designed to honour. The Curriculum for Wales represents a genuine attempt to reconcile these tensions, but the quality of assessment practice remains deeply dependent on the knowledge, confidence and professional support of individual practitioners. As Carr and Lee (2012: 1) conclude, 'assessment and curriculum are inseparable; what we choose to notice is what we say matters.'


Section Three: Professional Blog
Play, Paperwork and the Pressures In Between: What Practitioners Need to Know About Implementing a Play-Based Curriculum
Published in the style of Nursery World, for early years practitioners, leaders and students
How many times have you looked around your setting and thought: this is exactly what play-based learning is supposed to look like, children absorbed in their own ideas, following their curiosity, talking, creating, discovering? And how many times, in the same week, have you felt crushed under the weight of paperwork, worried about a child who seems to be falling behind, or unsure whether what you are doing is really aligned with whatever the curriculum says you should be doing?
If either of those moments sounds familiar, this blog is for you.
Implementing a play-based curriculum, whether the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2021) or an approach inspired by frameworks like Reggio Emilia (Malaguzzi, 1993) or Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 1996), is one of the most professionally rewarding things you can do as an early years practitioner. It is also one of the most challenging, not because play-based learning is complicated in theory, but because putting it into practice in real settings, with real children, real budgets and real inspection pressures, is genuinely hard work. This blog explores some of the most important considerations for practitioners navigating curriculum implementation or curriculum change, drawing on research and practice wisdom from across the sector.
Every curriculum is underpinned by values, whether they are stated explicitly or not. The Curriculum for Wales is built on a belief that children are active agents in their own learning, that relationships matter as much as content, and that play is not a break from education but is education itself (Welsh Government, 2022). The Reggio Emilia approach goes even further, describing children as holding 'a hundred languages', a hundred ways of thinking, exploring and communicating that deserve equal recognition (Malaguzzi, 1993). Before you can implement any of this meaningfully, you need to know what you believe. Do you believe children learn best when they are curious and self-directed? Do you believe that the environment has as much to teach as the adult? Do you believe that a child who spends forty minutes sorting stones has done something educationally valuable? Research suggests that practitioner beliefs are one of the strongest predictors of curriculum quality (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study, one of the largest longitudinal studies of early childhood education ever conducted, found that settings where staff held clear, research-informed beliefs about how children learn consistently produced better outcomes than those where curriculum was seen primarily as a set of requirements to comply with (Sylva et al., 2004). So start there. Talk with your colleagues about what you believe, and if there are differences, treat them as professional development opportunities rather than problems to be managed.
One of the most common misunderstandings about play-based curricula is that the adult's role is simply to step back and let children play. This is not accurate, and it can lead to provision that is under-stimulating and fails to challenge children sufficiently. Research by Howard and McInnes (2012) found that children's experience of play was significantly shaped by whether they perceived an adult as a participant or an overseer. Where adults engaged authentically, following children's lead, asking genuine questions and offering materials at the right moment, children demonstrated higher levels of wellbeing and engagement. Where adults remained at the periphery, provision could drift into what Wood (2013) calls 'custodial care': physically safe but intellectually thin. The Curriculum for Wales describes this as the 'enabling role' of the adult, not directing but not disappearing either (Welsh Government, 2022). Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) coined the term 'sustained shared thinking' to describe those moments when adult and child think together, building ideas jointly and extending understanding in both directions. These moments do not happen by accident; they require practitioners to know their children well, to create the conditions for sustained engagement, and to resist the urge to close down thinking by offering answers before questions have fully formed. This is a skill that takes time to develop and requires regular, honest reflection, ideally with colleagues who are willing to observe your practice and offer constructive feedback.
Ask almost any early years practitioner what their biggest professional frustration is, and paperwork will be near the top of the list. This is understandable, but it is worth distinguishing between documentation that serves children and documentation that serves compliance. Assessment in a play-based setting should help you understand your children better, not provide evidence for an Ofsted or Estyn inspector. The Learning Story approach, developed by Margaret Carr (Carr and Lee, 2012), offers one model: short, narrative accounts of children's meaningful moments, written in a warm and affirmative tone and shared with children and families. They are not tick-lists and they are not developmental checklists; they are stories, and children respond to them powerfully. The Reggio Emilia approach uses a broader model of pedagogical documentation, bringing together photographs, children's drawings and constructions, audio recordings and written observations to make children's thinking visible (Rinaldi, 2005). This is more time-intensive, but the payoff is profound: settings that use documentation well report stronger practitioner-child relationships, more responsive planning and a clearer sense of professional identity (Stacey, 2015). Neither model requires vast amounts of time or expensive technology; what they require is intentionality. Before your next observation session, ask yourself what you are trying to understand about this child. A focused observation with a clear question in mind is far more valuable than a page of general notes that sits in a folder and is rarely revisited.
Play-based curricula are sometimes criticised, unfairly in many cases, for favouring children who are already advantaged: children with rich language environments at home, children whose families value curiosity and creativity, and children without additional learning needs. This critique contains enough truth to be worth taking seriously. The concept of the 'Unique Child', affirmed by both the Curriculum for Wales and the EYFS, insists that every child deserves provision that responds to who they are, not who they are expected to be (DfE, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022). In practice, this means actively thinking about whether your provision is genuinely accessible to all children, including children with sensory processing differences, children who are learning English or Welsh as an additional language, children from families experiencing poverty, and children who communicate differently. Burman (2016) has argued powerfully that developmental psychology has historically defined 'normal' in ways that reflect the experiences of dominant social groups. Age-related milestones and stage-based checklists can pathologise difference rather than celebrate diversity, and a child who reaches a milestone at a different pace or along a different route is not failing; they are unique. Your job is not to align them with a norm but to know them well enough to support their particular journey.
If your setting is navigating a significant curriculum change, as many Welsh settings are with the Curriculum for Wales, it is important to be patient with yourself and your colleagues. Change of this magnitude takes time. Taylor, Rhys and Waldren (2016) found that meaningful implementation of the Foundation Phase took several years, and that settings which tried to change everything at once often struggled more than those that made incremental, principled adjustments grounded in shared professional values. It is also worth remembering that curriculum reform does not happen in a vacuum. Wightwick (2019) reported that many Welsh schools were facing serious budget pressures at precisely the time they were being asked to embed a new curriculum, with head teachers forced to increase class sizes and reduce staff. Thayer and Breeze (2019) note that the Minister for Education pledged significant investment in professional learning to support the new curriculum, but the reality on the ground has been uneven. Practitioners who are stretched thin, working in settings with limited staffing and resources, cannot be expected to implement complex, reflective, play-based provision without sustained and meaningful support from leadership and local authority colleagues alike.
Focus on values first, then environment, then practice, and then documentation. Keep talking to your colleagues, your children, your families and your leadership team. The research consistently shows that professional dialogue and collaborative reflection are among the most powerful drivers of curriculum quality (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Sylva et al., 2004). Children's Rights must also remain central to any discussion of curriculum implementation. Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) recognises every child's right to play, rest and leisure, and Article 12 affirms the right of children to express their views in all matters affecting them. These are not aspirational principles for ideal settings; they are legal obligations that should shape every decision practitioners make about provision, environment and assessment.
Play-based learning is not easy to implement well. But every child who spends a morning deeply absorbed in something they care about, building, exploring, creating or imagining, is having an experience that will shape how they think about learning for the rest of their life. That is worth getting right, and it is worth fighting for, even when the paperwork, the budgets and the inspection frameworks make it harder than it should be.
For further reading, see the Curriculum for Wales guidance on play and pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2022), Carr and Lee's Learning Stories (2012), and the EPPE Project findings (Sylva et al., 2004).
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