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Early Years Curriculum 
Introduction
 Welsh Government (no date) imply that schools should follow a curriculum with set subjects and standards that teachers and practitioners should implement within a school so that all children learn the same things. The National Curriculum covers what subjects are taught and the standards children should reach in each subject (Welsh Government, no date).  
   The Curriculum for Wales was designed to support young children in developing their life skills, prepare them with the highest standard of numeracy and literacy, and become more digitally and bilingually capable, compassionate citizens of Wales (Welsh Government, 2024a). 
  This assignment will compare and contrast two play-based curricula while critically analysing the curriculum guidance. Furthermore, this assignment will consider the concept of the unique child by evaluating various assessment methods and age and stage development models within the play-based curricula. 
   
Section 1
 The foundation phase and the New Curriculum for Wales represent different phases in the progression of early education in Wales. The Foundation Phase was the statutory curriculum for children aged three to seven in Wales when it was first introduced in September 2010 (Welsh Government, 2015). 
  The Foundation Phase had seven areas of learning through a play-based approach focusing on holistic child development through engaging methods (Welsh Government, 2015). The New Curriculum for Wales was introduced in September 2022, which implements an education towards an inclusive and child-centred approach for children aged three to sixteen years old (Welsh Government 2024b). 
  According to Bruce (2011), the Foundation Phase curriculum’s emphasis on play and exploration supports constructivist principles, allowing children to build knowledge through hands-on experiences. Theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner suggest that play is a fundamental aspect of children’s learning.
 Welsh Government (2015) stated that although the Foundation Phase successfully reduced the pressure on young children, it received criticism over the lack of structure and clarity in children’s learning outcomes. The focus on play, although beneficial for young learners, sometimes made it difficult to assess progress, and teachers expressed concerns over balancing freedom with measurable targets (BERA 2020). Moreover, there were disparities in implementing the Foundation Phase across Welsh schools, often attributed to insufficient resources and staff training (BERA 2020).


The New Curriculum for Wales
  The New Curriculum for Wales, officially implemented in 2022, seeks to transform education across all age groups, develop lifelong learning, and prepare children for a complex, interconnected world. This curriculum spans from early years to age 16, and like the Foundation Phase, it emphasises holistic development (Welsh Government, 2022). 
   However, it also introduces four key purposes, these broad aims seek to cultivate academic ability and well-rounded, responsible citizens (Welsh Government, 2020).  The curriculum framework is organised into six Areas of Learning and Experience. This structure aims to foster interdisciplinary learning, reflecting the real-world connections among these areas rather than a rigid subject-by-subject approach (Welsh Government, no date).
   For younger children, the New Curriculum for Wales still maintains elements of the play-based methodology found in the Foundation Phase (Kinderly, 2022). However, the Welsh Government (2019) states that it is embedded within a more cohesive and structured framework that extends through adolescence.
  Donaldson (2015) implies that a key difference in the New Curriculum is its focus on skills rather than prescriptive content. Unlike the Foundation Phase, which outlined specific areas of learning but provided limited guidance on assessing children, the New Curriculum includes a Progression Framework that defines milestones in knowledge, skills, and competencies across age groups (Donaldson, 2015). 
  This has been praised for enabling teachers to assess progress without stifling individual growth or creativity. However, some educators have raised concerns about a lack of concrete benchmarks, which could make assessment challenging (BERA 2020).


Comparing the Foundation Phase and the New Curriculum
  The Foundation Phase and the New Curriculum share a common vision of promoting child-centred learning that adapts to individual needs. However, the New Curriculum for Wales expands this vision beyond the early years, creating a continuum that integrates early childhood development with the skills required for lifelong learning (NDNA, 2024).
  Regarding content delivery, the Foundation Phase emphasised active, experiential learning without setting specific academic targets for young children (Welsh Government, 2015). This approach was praised for encouraging creativity and resilience. However, it was criticised for lacking measurable outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015). In contrast, the New Curriculum’s progression Steps outline specific developmental milestones, ensuring that learning remains personalised but providing more transparent benchmarks for educators and parents (Welsh Government, 2021). 
   Additionally, Welsh Government (2024b) highlights that a notable point of contrast lies in integrating interdisciplinary learning. While the Foundation Phase encouraged broad, thematic learning, the New Curriculum formalises this approach by grouping subjects into six AoLEs. This reflects a more cohesive view of knowledge that sees the world as interconnected rather than divided into traditional subject areas (Audit Wales, 2022). For instance, in the New Curriculum, a project on climate change might combine elements from Science and Technology, Humanities, and Health and Well-being, providing children with a holistic understanding of the issue and its real-world implications (Welsh Government 2024b)

  Suneetha (2020) states that the guidance documents for both curricula emphasise the role of teachers as facilitators rather than mere information deliverers. In the Foundation Phase, teachers were encouraged to observe and support children’s play rather than direct it, enabling a more natural learning process. However, the lack of clear assessment criteria often left educators uncertain about measuring progress effectively (Estyn, 2018). This issue and inconsistent resources and training led to varied implementation quality across schools, particularly in areas with limited funding (Estyn, 2018).
   The New Curriculum for Wales aims to address these challenges by providing a more structured framework for educators, incorporating flexibility and measurable progress . 
   However, the guidance for the New Curriculum has also faced criticism. The barriers identified by OECD (2020) included staff and teachers struggling to find time to think strategically. Additionally, OECD (2020) argue that schools in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas may struggle to provide the same quality of learning experiences without adequate training and resources, exacerbating existing educational inequalities. 
   Additionally, the Welsh Government (2022) established that ensuring each staff member received the correct training and understood how the new Curriculum for Wales worked effectively was difficult. 
   On the other hand, the Welsh Government (2022) states that implementing the Curriculum for Wales has had many benefits. For example, it is believed that the Curriculum for Wales has allowed schools to focus more on enhancing the way they teach children and enabling them to grow and develop.
   A study by the University of Glasgow (2023) highlighted that while the new curriculum introduces a progression-based assessment model, some teachers feel that this system, which avoids standardised testing in favour of formative assessment, may not provide the same level of accountability. Furthermore, the Institute for Fiscal Studies (2024) suggests that this lack of standardisation may lead to inconsistencies in how schools interpret and apply the curriculum, particularly in assessing subjective qualities like "ethical and informed citizenship" or "enterprising and creative contributors." 
   Both curricula emphasise inclusivity and equity in education, ensuring that children’s backgrounds do not hinder their learning. Audit Wales (2022) implies that the Curriculum for Wales aims to reduce inequalities in educational settings. Therefore, it is essential that each setting follows the new curricula closely and properly to ensure that they are doing everything possible to eliminate inequalities.       
    NDNA (2021) states that the Curriculum for Wales emphasises the importance of recognising each child's unique abilities and learning styles. It advocates for a child-centred approach, ensuring that learning is tailored to individual needs and developmental stages. Additionally, NDNA (2021) highlights that the Curriculum for Wales allows the learning to be more child-centred and suitable for learners of differing skills and abilities. This approach ensures that educators support each child's development towards the Four Purposes of the curriculum, accommodating various learning styles and paces. 
Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2023) guidance on enabling learning highlights that curriculum design should focus on enabling learners to navigate various experiences while refining and applying skills in different contexts. This underscores the necessity for educators to consider the individual needs and capabilities of each child by providing diverse learning opportunities that cater to various learning preferences (Welsh Government, 2023). 
   Another critique lies in the ambitious aims of the New Curriculum’s four purposes, which focus on developing well-rounded citizens prepared for future challenges. While commendable, these aims are broad and abstract, leaving room for subjective interpretation (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2024). For example, developing ethical and informed citizens requires sensitive teaching around values, culture, and ethics. However, the Welsh Government (2023b) states that without clear guidelines, educators may face challenges in approaching such topics effectively, potentially leading to inconsistencies in implementation across different schools.

Conclusion
   Both the Foundation Phase and the New Curriculum for Wales represent pioneering steps towards a more holistic and child-centred approach to education in Wales. 
   The Foundation Phase brought the importance of play and experiential learning to the forefront, transforming early childhood education by emphasising well-being and individual growth over standardised outcomes. However, the New Curriculum for Wales builds upon this foundation, addressing some limitations by introducing a structured, progression-based framework that spans ages 3 to 16.
   The New Curriculum’s focus on interdisciplinary learning, skills development, and inclusive, lifelong education reflects contemporary educational theories and the demands of a rapidly changing world.
   However, critical issues remain, particularly regarding the implementation challenges posed by ambiguous assessment criteria and potential disparities in resources across schools.
 Ultimately, while both curricula share a commitment to holistic child development, the New Curriculum for Wales represents a more cohesive, future-oriented approach. 
  Balancing flexibility with measurable milestones offers a promising framework for supporting individual growth and preparing children for complex global challenges.     
   However, ensuring that this curriculum is implemented equitably and consistently across Wales will require continued investment, teacher professional development, and ongoing evaluation to address emerging issues. Thus, the success of the New Curriculum will depend not only on its ambitious vision but also on the practical support provided to educators and schools across the nation.

Section 2
   According to Birth to 5 Matters (no date), all children learn and develop at their own rate. Development is not an automatic process, each child is unique, and their needs will need to be met individually. This could include having positive relationships with parents and practitioners and ensuring they have enabling environments to thrive in (Birth to 5 Matters, no date).
  Additionally, practitioners should monitor and observe each child individually to create an action plan that helps the child reach their full potential and progress to the next steps. By observing each child as a unique individual, practitioners create a safer environment for the children, allowing them the space to understand not only themselves but also the world around them. This fosters an environment for them to learn about their identity and culture (Birth To 5 Matters, no date).
   Correspondingly, Foundation Years (2011) agrees with Birth to 5 Matters by suggesting that each unique child learns at different rates from birth and grows and develops in their own way. It conveys that their well-being, emotional, social, and physical development should be included in their developmental journey and considered unique to them, not compared with others.
  Furthermore, the Education Endowment Foundation (2025) states that all children possess agency and curiosity for learning, and they will engage with others and the world around them in various ways. Recognising these different ways of understanding the world is essential to comprehending who children are and how to support their development (Worcestershire County Council, no date). 

   One of the most effective and holistic assessment methods that align with the concept of the unique child is the use of learning stories. Developed in New Zealand and championed by Carr and Lee (2012), learning stories are narrative-based observations that document a child’s experiences, interests, and learning dispositions in a real-life context, recorded by staff members while watching the children and gathering information (NAEYC, 2016). These stories capture what the child is doing, interpret the learning taking place, celebrate successes, and inform next steps (Carr and Lee, 2012). 
   The Education Hub (2020) emphasises that learning stories support the idea that assessment should be child-centred and embedded within meaningful interactions. Moreover, The Education Hub (2020) highlights that learning stories should reflect a storyline of how the unique child is progressing, which can include photographs of the children engaging in activities. Adding photographs allows practitioners and the child’s parents to reflect on the child's development and better understand their strengths and weaknesses (The Education Hub, 2020).
Moreover, Froebel Trust (2020) implies that learning stories are collaborative tools. They frequently involve input from multiple people, including children, parents, and practitioners. By doing this, it forms a strengthening link between home and educational environments. This co-construction of meaning helps to ensure that the child’s learning journey remains both personal to them and authentic (Froebel Trust, 2020). Froebel wanted practitioners to study how children develop their own understanding of the world around them through self-awareness, senses, interests, and their everyday life experiences. Froebel emphasised that learning is multifaceted and integrated, and that children will develop an understanding of subjects through the connections between math, nature, and the humanities (Froebel Trust,2020).                
Carr and Lee (2019) suggest that learning stories support the idea that assessment should be child-centred and embedded within meaningful interactions. Unlike checklists or tick-box formats, learning stories allow educators to reflect on each child's unique developmental trajectory and cultural background (Carr and Lee, 2019). Additionally, NAEYC (2021) also state that learning stories are a rich form of formative assessment that aligns well with play-based approaches because they recognise learning in diverse forms and value creativity, problem-solving, and emotional growth. 
   According to The Education Hub (2020), Learning Stories open communication channels between early years practitioners and parents, helping families better understand their child’s experiences, interests, and developmental progress within the educational setting. This approach empowers parents to become active partners in their child’s learning journey. Furthermore, Carr and Lee (2012) emphasise that Learning Stories enhance transparency by making the assessment process visible and meaningful to all stakeholders, thus reinforcing trust and shared responsibility. Knauf (2019) also notes that narrative-based assessments support culturally responsive pedagogy, as they acknowledge the sociocultural contexts in which learning occurs, making them particularly valuable in diverse educational settings.
Despite their strengths, Learning Stories can be time-consuming and may lack standardisation across settings. Boss (2024) states that creating Learning Stories requires a significant amount of time, and teachers are often very busy, so many may not have the opportunity to include specific details. Additionally, it takes a skilled observer to focus on the minor and major details required in a Learning Story; therefore, not all staff may have received proper training, leading to inaccuracies or missing details in the Learning Stories. 
Furthermore, Froebel Trust (2017) states that practitioners found it harder to observe and write about children who do not communicate confidently, seek adult interaction, or produce artefacts of their learning (e.g., drawings, paintings). This highlights characteristics of children whose ‘signs of learning’ are more likely to go unnoticed. 
When assessing young children, educators need to be mindful of the Hawthorne effect, which describes how individuals may change their behaviour when they know they are being watched. This effect is particularly pertinent in early childhood environments, where an adult observer could inadvertently impact a child’s natural behaviour during play or learning sessions. According to Aubrey and Riley (2016), children might approach tasks differently or show increased engagement when they are aware of observation, potentially skewing the accuracy of observational assessments. This creates challenges for formative assessment, especially in methods like Learning Stories that depend on unobtrusive and contextual observation. Aubrey and Riley (2016) indicate that consistent, informal observation over time can alleviate this effect, helping children get used to the observer’s presence and act more naturally. By being aware of the Hawthorne effect, practitioners can interpret observed behaviours carefully and aim for assessments that accurately represent the child’s everyday learning and development.
The Welsh Government (no date b) states that Foundation Phase Profiles aim to evaluate children's abilities in an educational environment and facilitate the early identification of Additional Learning Needs (ALN). These profiles benefit from contributions by health professionals and educational staff, providing a thorough understanding of each child's developmental requirements. The Welsh Government (2015) indicates that these profiles were created to monitor the unique progress of each child across four primary learning areas: personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, language, literacy, and communication skills, mathematical development and physical development. The profiles come in two formats compact and full symbolised as a ladder, which illustrates each child’s unique journey through the developmental stages (Welsh Government, no date b).
These tools not only assist with internal assessments, but also enhance collaboration between schools and families. They create a common understanding of a child's development, which helps ease the transition into formal education. Additionally, the profiles allow educators to detect early delays in areas like speech or motor skills, enabling them to apply targeted support strategies when necessary (Welsh Government, no date b).
Despite their advantages, implementing the Foundation Phase Profiles has encountered some challenges. According to a study by the Welsh Government (2022), some aspects of the assessment process especially those requiring children to sit at a desk for tasks can contradict the play-based philosophy of the Foundation Phase. This environment complicates educators ability to undertake naturalistic observations, which tend to be more effective during free play. Furthermore, the UK Government (2024) indicates that assessment results can vary greatly depending on a child’s age compared to their peers, with younger children or those with ALN frequently falling short of expected benchmarks due to developmental differences rather than a lack of ability. Teachers are expected to apply their professional judgment in line with defined criteria to assess each child’s developmental stage, highlighting the importance of flexible, child-centred assessment practices (UK Government, 2024).
Section 3
The Benefits of Outdoor Play for Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN)
In my view, outdoor play should be a daily experience for all children, especially those with ALN. However, outdoor learning is often undervalued or overlooked due to curriculum pressures, staffing issues, or a lack of training. This blog explores how outdoor play supports ALN children and why it should be prioritised within all early years and educational settings.
Outdoor play is a cornerstone of childhood development, offering open-ended opportunities for discovery, creativity, and growth (Early Years Alliance, 2019). These benefits are even more significant for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Outdoor environments offer flexible, inclusive, and often therapeutic spaces that can adapt to each child's unique needs. These settings support cognitive and physical development and emotional regulation, social engagement, and sensory processing, key areas of need for many children with ALN (Early Years Alliance, 2019). 
Sensory Engagement and Regulation
Play Wales (2020) suggests that one of the most profound benefits of outdoor play for ALN children is how it supports sensory development and regulation. Many children with conditions such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), ADHD, or sensory processing disorder (SPD) experience the world differently (SEN, 2021). 
Marcus Autism Centre (2024) highlights the importance of outdoor spaces, which offer a sensory-rich but natural environment that allows children to engage with their senses in a controlled, calming way. Children can feel the breeze on their skin, listen to birds or rustling leaves, smell flowers and soil, or observe light patterns and shadows, all of which provide valuable sensory input (Fledglings, 2024). The Early Years Alliance (2019) highlights that such sensory experiences help children develop self-regulation skills and increase comfort with different sensory stimuli.
Furthermore, sensory play such as splashing in water, digging in mud, or walking barefoot on grass or stepping stones can help desensitise children to textures or sensations they might otherwise avoid (Sense, 2025)
Physical Development and Movement Opportunities
For many children with ALN, especially those with physical disabilities or developmental delays, opportunities to build motor skills are essential. Outdoor environments provide space and variety, supporting gross motor activities like climbing, running, balancing, and crawling, and fine motor development through nature-based tasks like picking flowers, handling stones, or drawing with sticks.
Pentagon Play (2022) notes that movement-rich outdoor environments help children improve balance, spatial awareness, coordination, and strength, all of which are critical for independence and confidence. These physical tasks often take the form of play, which motivates children and promotes neurodevelopment by creating strong connections between the brain and body (Pentagon Play, 2022).
Edu Space Solutions (2025) highlights the significance of inclusive design. Such playgrounds promote play and learning for all children, fostering interaction among diverse abilities. This includes ramps, sensory pathways, adaptable swings, and ground-level play structures. Rhino Play (2024) also agrees, suggesting that when play spaces are designed with inclusion in mind, all children can enjoy the physical benefits of outdoor activity, regardless of ability.
Social and Emotional Growth
Outdoor environments often encourage more spontaneous, child-led social interaction than traditional classroom settings. For children with ALN, many of whom experience difficulties with social communication, this is especially important. Unstructured outdoor play enables children to interact in ways that feel natural, pressure-free, and self-directed.
According to Child Development Journal (2024), social learning occurs most effectively through peer interactions in shared, meaningful contexts. BERA (2023) highlights that outdoor learning can be particularly beneficial for children with autism, as it offers space and calmness that reduce sensory overload and anxiety, which are common barriers to social interaction. Additionally, BERA (2023) imply that although children with ALN may play differently, especially children with Autism, they still benefit greatly from being outdoors and engaging in outdoor activities. 
Furthermore, Play Wales (2022) emphasises that all children have a right to play, whether they have additional learning needs, impairments or behavioural problems, This aligns with Article 2 and Article 23 of the UNCRC as stated by UNICEF (no date) which indicate that children should not be discriminated against if they have different abilities and also children with disabilities have a right to live a full life and be able to have independence and be able to play a part of the community. 
Enhanced Communication and Language Skills
Language acquisition and communication are often areas of difficulty for children with ALN. Outdoor play stimulates conversation and communication in a natural context. Children have authentic reasons to use and develop language outdoors, whether describing what they see, negotiating roles in play, or asking for help.
Research by Watkins (2024, cited in Kinderly 2018) found that outdoor learning environments support language-rich interactions that are often more spontaneous and varied than indoors. This aligns with the Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales, which encourages authentic, child-centred learning experiences as a route to language and communication development (Welsh Government, 2022b).
Cognitive Development and Problem-Solving
Outdoor play is not simply physical, it is also cognitively stimulating. Children engage in exploration, inquiry, and experimentation that build executive functioning skills such as planning, working memory, and impulse control. When children investigate how water flows, observe insects, or construct shelters, they make hypotheses, test ideas, and learn from the outcomes.
According to the Forest School Association (no date), outdoor environments support a holistic form of learning that nurtures curiosity, resilience, and independence, which are often more challenging to develop in rigid, indoor settings (Forest School Association, no date). 
The Learning through Landscapes initiative (2023) also supports the cognitive benefits of outdoor education for SEN learners, stating that it increases attention span, engagement, and memory retention, especially for kinaesthetic learners who thrive on movement and tactile experience.
Emotional Regulation and Mental Health
Being outside is inherently calming. Natural light, fresh air, and open spaces have been shown to reduce cortisol levels (stress hormone) and boost mood-enhancing chemicals like serotonin. For children with ALN, who may experience higher levels of stress or difficulty managing emotions, the outdoors can be a healing and grounding space.
The Children and Nature Network (2021) notes that regular exposure to nature improves emotional resilience and decreases symptoms of anxiety and depression in children with neurodiverse conditions. Additionally, Children and Nature Network (2021) stresses that outdoor play is both a learning and a therapeutic experience for children with ALN.
Moreover, Early Years Alliance (2019) emphasise that outdoor environments support the development of coping strategies. Risk-taking activities such as climbing, navigating obstacles, or making independent choices help children build confidence and resilience. These are essential emotional tools, particularly for those facing additional daily challenges.

Conclusion
Outdoor play is essential for children with Additional Learning Needs. The natural environment provides a multisensory, inclusive, and stimulating space for children to flourish. From enhancing communication skills and regulating emotions to improving physical coordination and fostering social confidence, outdoor activities support the overall development of the child. With the proper support, inclusive design, and a commitment from educators and policymakers, outdoor play can be embedded into daily practice. Exploring the outdoor environment creates a safe atmosphere and space for the child to explore freely and happily. When we unlock the outdoors, we unlock potential in every child.
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