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What Is Play Based Curriculum
Introduction 
The Curriculum for Wales is a national framework introduced in 2022 to ensure all children aged 3-16 years olds in Wales receive a holistic education developed around their individual needs which supports meaningful learning and progression (Welsh Government, 2022). This introduction followed results from the 2018 Pisa tests which highlighted the need for improvement across Wales education system. The result of this testing showed Wales to be the lowest scoring in mathematics, reading and Science out of 72 countries, suggesting that the education system required significant improvement to improve outcomes for children living in Wales (Wightwick, 2016). High‑quality early education is essential for children’s cognitive, social and emotional development, laying the strong foundations required for later learning, wellbeing and long term outcomes. (UNESCO, 2022). A curriculum therefore acts as a structured framework that outlines what children should learn, how they should learn it. Priestley and Biesta (2015) describe curriculum as a “complex, socially situated plan for learning” that requires educators to use professional judgement, adapt learning to the individual learner, and create meaningful experiences that support progression. This view aligns closely with the Curriculum for Wales, which positions practitioners as individual curriculum makers tailoring learning to each child built on positive relationships and positive pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Wood (2014) defines a play‑based curriculum as a pedagogical approach in which play is recognised as the heart of children’s learning, development and wellbeing. This is further supported by Bruce (2015) who holds the view that young children use play as a powerful and natural way to make sense of the world around them. Therefore, a play‑based curriculum is grounded in the understanding that children construct knowledge through exploration, interaction, imagination and problem‑solving, rather than through direct instruction from adults. Within this approach, the role of educators is to scaffold learning and to use professional judgement when to step in as an enabling adult. This reflects Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Which suggests that children can achieve more after initiating their own learning and receiving guided support from the adult to help them progress. According to Fleer (2018) effective scaffolding happens when adults give gentle prompts, model ideas or ask questions that help children think more deeply, while avoiding taking over the play so that children remain initiating their own learning. This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which positions play as a fundamental pedagogical principle for young children and highlights that meaningful learning emerges through rich, developmentally appropriate play experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). 
In this assignment, Section 1 will discuss the Curriculum for Wales and compare it with the Reggio Emilia approach, specifically looking at the challenges of professional learning. Section 2 will examine assessment within early years practice and explore whether is suitable for all children. Finally Section 3 will present a reflective blog exploring the impact of technology on children’s learning.
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) has four purposes which aim to develop children as ambitious, capable learners who develop through play, exploration, and meaningful relationships. These purposes outline that all children should become ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals, providing a holistic vision for learning that begins in the early years and is continued through mainstream education. This aligns closely with international pedagogical approaches such as Reggio Emilia, which originated in northern Italy. In Reggio inspired settings, learning is supported through a philosophy that recognises children’s freedom to express themselves in countless ways. Through movement, talk, drawing, play, gesture, imagination, and symbolic representation, children communicate using what Reggio educators describe as the “hundred languages”, a metaphor for the diverse cognitive, creative, and communicative capacities children use to make sense of their world (Reggio Children, no date). Similarly, the play‑based curriculum in Wales promotes child‑centred, developmentally appropriate learning through purposeful play and rich relationships as set out in the Curriculum for Funded Non‑Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Despite this pedagogical vision, research has identified challenges in implementation. The Independent Stocktake of the Foundation Phase by Welsh Government (2014) found considerable variation in the quality of delivery across Wales, with the most effective practice occurring where practitioners had secure pedagogical knowledge and strong leadership (Siraj et al., 2014). A further evaluation report highlighted a clear tension between child‑led, experiential learning and assessment systems built around fixed, age‑related expectations. Although constructivist pedagogy supports children to progress at their own pace through exploration, statutory frameworks such as the EYFS often demand frequent age‑specific evidence, which can limit practitioners’ ability to fully embed a play‑based approach (WISERD, 2015). Similarly, research by Pyle and Danniels (2017) found that practitioners often experience uncertainty about how to balance child‑led play with the expectations of the curriculum, leading some to increase adult‑directed activities in order to ensure learning outcomes are met.
When the Curriculum for Wales was introduced, the Welsh Government launched a national professional learning programme, including online modules, regional training and professional enquiry opportunities to support implementation (Welsh Government, 2020). Professional learning is essential for upholding children’s rights, as Article 3 of the UNCRC states that practitioners must act in the child’s best interests (United Nations, 1989). To achieve this, and to deliver the inclusive, developmentally appropriate practice expected within the Curriculum for Wales, practitioners need to be well‑informed, skilled and confident in their work (Welsh Government, 2022). This view is further supported by Nutbrown (2018) who believes that in order deliver high quality education, a practitioner must be well trained.
However, early years settings in Wales continue to face significant barriers to accessing high‑quality professional learning, including limited staffing, financial pressures and difficulties releasing practitioners for training (Estyn, 2023). Social Care Wales (2022) also highlight that recruitment challenges and staff shortages reduce settings ability to prioritise ongoing learning, while the Welsh Government’s workforce review notes that practitioners having access to continuing professional development is particularly inconsistent in non‑maintained and rural settings (Welsh Government, 2024). As a result, although professional development is available, this suggests that access remains inconsistent for many practitioners across Wales, particularly in smaller or non‑maintained settings, meaning not all practitioners receive the relevant training needed to fully deliver the Curriculum for Wales.
The Reggio Emilia Approach also places emphasis on ongoing professional learning for practitioners. Professional development opportunities in Reggio include in person study groups, online webinars, themed learning journeys and chances to learn directly from teachers, pedagogistas and atelieristas within Reggio Emilia’s early years settings. According to Vecchi (2021), an atelierista is a highly skilled arts‑based educator who collaborates with teachers and children, bringing specialist creative expertise to support expressive learning. Their role is to foster creativity, symbolic expression and problem‑solving by guiding children’s exploration of materials, ideas and concepts through sketching, painting, sculpture, light, movement, digital media and other “hundred languages” of expression. This structure ensures that professional development is continuous, collaborative and closely connected to practice (Reggio Children, n.d.).
In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales does not include specialist roles such as atelieristas, this reflects a fundamental difference in how the two systems see professional positions, creativity, and educational support. Although the Curriculum for Wales places creativity at the centre of early childhood play, it is the practitioner who must independently create these opportunities. This means that how creativity is being approached will vary for every practitioner. The Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) guidance states that play should offer rich, open‑ended opportunities for children to explore, imagine and experiment creatively, supporting their well‑being, curiosity and problem‑solving. Practitioners are therefore expected to design environments that enable children to investigate materials, follow their ideas and engage in expressive, imaginative play (Welsh Government, 2022). However, this can cause inconsistency in how creativity is interpreted and implement the practitioners approach. This inconsistency in practice can affect children’s learning by leading to unequal access to rich expressive experiences, limiting opportunities for problem‑solving, symbolic thinking and imaginative exploration (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Estyn, 2023).
To conclude, this discussion has shown that the Curriculum for Wales emphasises holistic, play-based learning, based on children's rights and the four purposes. It particularly highlights the concepts of  creativity, discovery, and meaningful relationships  aligning closely with international pedagogical approaches such as Reggio Emilia. However, it is evident that the success of this vision relies on practitioners knowledge, confidence, and access to high-quality professional learning. Inconsistent professional development in Wales, especially in non-maintained and rural settings, can impact practitioners ability to fully embed a creative pedagogy. In contrast, Reggio Emilia provides an in depth highly structured model of professional learning, supported by specialist roles such as atelieristas and pedagogistas, ensuring continuity and collaboration in practice. This highlights a clear gap between the two approaches and reinforces the need for Wales to invest in and strengthen professional learning so that all practitioners are equally equipped to provide consistently high‑quality, creative learning experiences for children in all early years settings.
 

















What are the challenges of the Assessment methods
Introduction 
All children are different and bring with them a wide range of abilities, needs, cultures and languages. Professor Chris Pascal describes a ‘unique child’ as one who is free to express their own voice, personality and play in their own individual way alongside other children (Teacher’s Tv, 2015). This aligns with the Early Years Foundation Stage in England, which states that every child is a unique child who is always learning and growing and can be resilient, capable, confident and self‑assured (DfE, 2021). Similarly, the curriculum for Wales describes a unique child as an individual learner, emphasising well‑being, autonomy and the importance of practitioners recognising what matters to each child (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, the principle of the unique child is also embedded within the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) 0–3 Assessment Arrangements, which emphasises that each child develops along an individual pathway and that assessment should therefore be holistic and responsive to individual likes, dislikes and interests of each child (Welsh Government, 2025).
Assessment in early childhood is understood as a systematic, continuous process of gathering and analysing observations to guide decisions that support children’s learning and development (Stone‑MacDonald et al., 2018).  Within the ECPLC 0-3 guidance, assessment involves practitioners noticing what captures a child’s interest, analysing what this reveals about their developmental progress, and responding by adapting the environment, interactions and learning experiences to help children progress to the next step of learning (Welsh Government, 2025). The more information a practitioner gathers from a child the better they are able to identify strengths and areas that require additional support (DFE, 2021). This process directly reflects the principle of the unique child, recognising that every child develops along their own pathway and therefore requires assessment that is specific to them in order to support their learning effectively. Research by Sheridan, Williams and Sandberg (2011) shows that young children’s development is holistic and interconnected, with progress in one area influencing growth in others. This evidence aligns closely with the Curriculum for Wales, where the unique child principle is embedded through the five developmental pathways of belonging, communication, exploration, physical development and well‑being (Welsh Government, 2022). Together these reflect the holistic approach of tailoring learning for every individual aged 0–5 in non‑maintained settings.
There are many factors that raise important questions about whether assessments methods can be considered equal for all children. A child who speaks a different language or comes from a different cultural background cannot be assessed in the same way as a child who shares the practitioner’s language. These language and cultural barriers make it more challenging for a child and practitioner to communicate which can impact how learning is understood. Research shows that multilingual children may not be able confidently demonstrate their knowledge when assessment relies on the dominant language, meaning their abilities can be underestimated (Conteh, 2018). McLaughlin (2015) also highlights that children learning English as a second language will find it more difficult to express their knowledge and abilities resulting in practitioners not being able to assess effectively. This view is supported by UNESCO (2021) who agree that when assessments rely heavily on the dominant language, practitioners may evaluate children based on their language proficiency instead of their actual developmental capabilities. As a result, the child is unlikely to receive an accurate or fair assessment of their true capabilities.
Furthermore, children from different cultures may also express learning, communicate and behave in ways that reflect their cultural experiences, which may not align with the expectations of the practitioner. Research shows that practitioners may unintentionally interpret children’s behaviour through their own cultural lens which can result in inaccurate or incomplete assessments (Papatheodorou and Moyles, 2019). Similarly, The OECD (2020) also found that many assessment tools are influenced around the expectations of the dominant culture. This means children who communicate or problem‑solve differently to what is more commonly seen in Wales, may lead a practitioner to believe they are less capable. This creates a challenge for the Curriculum for Wales, which expects practitioners to recognise each child as unique and to assess them in ways that reflect their individual identity, culture and development. If practitioners rely on their own assumptions, assessments may not fully reflect what a child can do. This makes it harder to deliver the inclusive, fair and child‑centred assessment the Curriculum for Wales aims to achieve.
When delivering education and carrying out assessments practitioners need clear knowledge and understanding of different cultures and religions. Many settings will plan specific cultural themes throughout the year to support children’s learning and understanding of the world around them and to contribute to the Curriculum for Wales aim of developing ethical, informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2022). However, Devarakonda (2013) questions whether these celebrations can be delivered effectively when practitioners do not share, or have limited understanding of, the culture they are representing. For example, if a practitioner from Wales with limited knowledge of Chinese culture delivers activities for Chinese New Year, the learning experience may not be as meaningful or authentic as it would be in a setting where a practitioner has lived experience of that culture. This view is supported by Siraj‑Blatchford and Manni (2018), who argue that practitioners without strong cultural awareness may unintentionally assess children inaccurately and provide learning experiences that do not fully reflect or support their cultural identity. Their work highlights that cultural awareness and understanding is essential for ensuring that both teaching and assessment are authentic and inclusive. 
However, this view is challenged by Roberts‑Holmes (2015), who argues that practitioners do not need to share a child’s cultural background to assess them accurately, practitioners need to develop strong relationships with families and use reflective practice can develop cultural knowledge and understanding. While Devarakonda (2013) and Siraj‑Blatchford and Manni (2018) emphasise the risks of cultural misunderstanding, highlighting how limited cultural awareness can lead to misinterpretation of children’s behaviours or learning experiences without real purpose, Roberts‑Holmes (2015) positions practitioners as capable of overcoming these limitations through intentional, meaningful practice. 
This debate also aligns with the Social Model of Disability, which argues that barriers arise not from the child’s characteristics but from the environment, systems and assumptions surrounding them (Welsh Government, 2021). Applying this model to assessment suggests that assessment procedures are frequently influenced by prevailing cultural standards rather than the fact that children come from a variety of linguistic or cultural backgrounds. This raises important questions about the extent to which assessments can ever be equal for all children, particularly when practitioners may not have had sufficient professional learning to recognise and challenge these assumptions. Without ongoing, specific training to develop a knowledge of culture, anti‑bias practice and reflective assessment, practitioners may unintentionally produce barriers rather than remove them. From this perspective, professional learning becomes central to ensuring that assessment approaches are truly inclusive, responsive and aligned with the needs and identities of all children. This concern is reinforced by the Anti‑Racism Toolkit for Early Years in Wales, which emphasises that continuous professional learning is essential to ensure that assessment approaches are genuinely inclusive, responsive and aligned with the identities and needs of all children (DARPL and Cwlwm, 2024).
The Reggio Emilia approach further supports this view of the Social Model of Disability. In Reggio Emilia argues that barriers come from the assumptions of adults rather than from the child. Instead of judging children against cultural expectations, in Reggio practitioners focus on listening, observing and understanding each child’s ideas. The practitioner collaborates closely with children making the children fully involved in their learning (Reggio Children, n.d.). Assessments are not viewed as structured or systemic compared to the curriculum for Wales. Documentation is used to explore learning together, not to compare children to any standard expectations (Rinaldi, 2017). This is further supported by Vecchi (2018) who highlights practitioners must avoid assumptions which may disadvantage children, instead they should interpret learning through different perspectives to understand what a child is expressing and how their cultural identity inspires their thinking. This links closely to the argument that assessments can be unfair when practitioners lack cultural awareness. This supports the view that continuous training is essential for inclusive and unbiased assessment.
In conclusion, assessment in early childhood must recognise each child as a unique learner whose development is holistic, interconnected and shaped by their cultural and linguistic experiences. While current guidance from the ECPLC 0–3 and the Curriculum for Wales emphasises responsive, child‑centred assessment, this discussion highlights that this is not always achieved in practice. Language differences, cultural misunderstandings and practitioner assumptions can all influence how learning is interpreted and delivered. These factors raise concerns about whether assessment methods practitioners in Wales are following are truly fair for all children. Research shows that limited cultural awareness can lead to inaccurate or incomplete assessments, yet it is discussed that strong relationships with families and reflective practice can help practitioners overcome these challenges. Both the Social Model of Disability and the Reggio Emilia approach reinforce the idea that barriers do arise from children, rather the education systems. This aligns closely with the Curriculum for Wales assessment guidance, which states that assessment should be inclusive, and  in centred around a deep understanding of each learner’s background, experiences and needs. Therefore, ongoing professional learning in cultural competence, anti‑bias practice and reflective assessment is essential to ensure practitioners assessment is inclusive, fair and meaningful.

















More than the screen: Understanding Technology’s Influence on Children’s Learning
[image: ] 
(Source: St Cecelia Interparochial School, 2022)
Children in Wales are spending more time on screens than ever before, and the trend is significantly growing. National reports show that digital access has increased across Welsh households, and with it, the amount of time young children spend watching videos, gaming or using apps (Public Health Wales, 2023; Ofcom, 2023). 
For many families, this isn’t surprising. Parents often turn to screens when life feels busy or overwhelming. Birken et al. (2017) notes that technology has become a common distraction tool for children. It helps parents get things done. It gives them a moment to breathe. But long periods of screen time come with consequences. 
Busy routines, long working hours and the constant juggle of cooking, cleaning and childcare mean that devices like iPads, Nintendos and watching YouTube often become an easy way to keep children occupied. However, when children spend too much time on devices, children lose important opportunities to talk, play and interact with others. These everyday interactions contribute to how children develop language, confidence and social skills. Without them, children are missing out on the foundation skills that support through life long learning. 
Why Interaction matters
Although screens can offer families moments of calm or convenience, the impact of too much screen time is becoming a growing concern. Recent research shows that children with increased screen exposure are more likely to experience language delays. (Moon et al., 2023). This is because screens replace real life interactions and opportunities to build language. A child watching a tablet is not talking, listening or developing social ques. They are missing the rich back‑and‑forth conversations with their parents that build language acquisition.
Hoff (2006) reminds us that children learn language through social interaction. They copy what they hear. They respond to facial expressions, tone and gestures. None of this happens when a child is silently watching YouTube. Screens also limit children’s opportunities to read non‑verbal cues such as eye contact, facial expressions and body language, all of which are essential for developing social communication skills. The Curriculum for Wales places strong emphasis on oracy, communication and interaction as essential skills to improve outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022).
What change can you make?
As parents, one of the simplest, traditional yet most powerful ways to support children’s emotional, social and cognitive development is reading a story together. We have known this for decades, yet how many parents can say this is an everyday routine in their household? The work of  Bruner (1983) reminds us that children learn language through shared routines, joint attention and meaningful interaction with adults, all of which can be achieved through a shared story. Reading stories allows a child to hear new words, repeat phrases and ask questions. This builds connection, oracy and fundamental communication skills. These experiences align with the curriculum for Wales aim to help children become confident communicators, curious learners and active participants in their own learning (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Technology is increasingly shaping the way children experience stories, and this includes how they are introduced to reading. In recent years, devices like the Toniebox have become increasingly popular, children can select different figures and the box reads stories aloud. While this can be helpful in busy households and it does provide the experience of listening to new language, it takes away the opportunities for interaction. Using audio devices cannot replace the experience of shared reading. Kucirkova (2019) highlights that audio based story devices provide significantly fewer opportunities for back and forth interaction, shared attention and language rich conversation compared with traditional shared reading.There is no eye contact, no gestures, no turn taking. As a result, the experience is limited, and many of the true developmental benefits of reading together are lost.
Shared reading directly supports the Curriculum for Wales, which highlights the importance of meaningful interactions between adults and children and language rich environments as the foundation of early learning (Welsh Government, 2022). 
The Importance of play
Too much screen time reduces countless opportunities of play. Play is how children explore, imagine and problem solve. It’s how they make sense of the world around them. But when screens take over, children lose opportunities to create their own ideas. They become passive rather than active learners.
Recent studies show that excessive screen time reduces opportunities for imaginative and physical play, which are essential for cognitive and social development (Radesky & Christakis, 2016; WHO, 2019). As a practitioner I am noticing first hand that some children are reluctant to engage in messy or sensory play, as though they’ve never had these experiences at home. This limits imagination, creativity and confidence. Children need hands‑on exploration to develop critical thinking and imagination. Screens simply cannot offer that.
The importance of Emotional regulation
Another growing concern is emotional regulation. Many parents of two year olds admit that when their child becomes upset, they hand over an iPad or phone to calm them. While this works temporarily, it teaches children to rely on screens for emotional soothing.
Recent research shows that using screens as a calming tool can reduce children’s ability to manage emotions independently (Coyne et al., 2021). Over time, this can make emotional challenges harder, not easier. Children need opportunities to practise calming down, expressing feelings and managing frustration, important skills that screens cannot teach. These skills are essential to the Health and Well‑being Area of Learning and Experience within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).
This growing reliance on technology is shaping childhood in Wales. And it raises an important question: How do we help children find a healthier balance between digital life and real‑world play?
The answer lies in small, meaningful changes that can fit into every day family life. Reading a story together every bedtime will create a rich shared reading experience. Simple daily conversations will help build language and connection. Offering opportunities to play outdoors, in the garden, in the park, in the woods, on the beach this will give children the space to explore and discover. Limited screen time, only using screen time for limited educational purposes. These changes reflect the principles of the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises play, interaction and real world experiences as essential foundations for learning. By providing these opportunities, we help ensure that future generations grow up with the communication, social, emotional and thinking skills they need to reach their full potential in later life.
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