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Part 1 ~ Introduction
Play based learning has emerged as a key component of modern early years education, as there is a growing understanding that young children learn best through active participation, exploration, and meaningful experiences (Wood, 2014). Instead of seeing children as mere recipients of information, play-based curricula view them as engaged participants in their own learning and growth (Bruce, 2011). A curriculum can be described as the organised experiences, knowledge, skills, and values that shape teaching and learning in educational environments (Kelly, 2009) In the realm of early childhood education, curricula not only determine what children learn but also influence how educators facilitate development, assessment, and inclusion. 
In numerous countries, early childhood curricula are progressively adopting child-centred methods that highlight creativity, communication, wellbeing, and holistic development (Moyes, 2015) In Wales the curriculum for Wales prioritises play as a fundamental aspect of early learning and urges practitioners to facilitate growth through genuine experiences (Welsh Government 2022) Likewise, the Montessori method promotes hands-on, experimental learning while cherishing children’s independence and autonomy (Montessori 1967)
While both methods are praised for encouraging child-centred learning, the execution of play-based curricula can pose considerable difficulties. Elements like practitioner training, funding, staffing ratios, curriculum interpretation, and accountability demands can influence the effectiveness of these approaches in practice (Pascal and Bertram, 2021)., This essay provides a critical analysis of the challenges involved in implementing play-based curricula by comparing the curriculum for Wales with the Montessori method. The essay will delve into the similarities and differences between the two curricula before thoroughly assessing the practical challenges face during implementation in Welsh early years settings. 
Welsh Curriculum
The curriculum for Wales was established after Donaldson’s 2015 review of the educational system in Wales, with the goal of creating a learner focused framework that helps children aged 3 to 16 years old. This curriculum is based on four key purposes, which aim to cultivate ambitious, capable learners, creative contributors, ethical informaed people and health confident individuals (Welsh Government 2022). In the early years, the Curriculum for Wales emphasises play-based learning as a key method for children to achieve knowledge, skills and understanding (Welsh Government, 2022). Learning is designed to rise from exploration, and engagement with people, materials and different environments. The Welsh curriculum approiach aligns with the constructivist theories of Piaget, 1952, who suggested that children actively build knowledge through their interactions with the world around them, and Vygotsky 1978, who highlighted the importance of social interaction in the learning process. 
One of the main advantages of the curriculum for wales is its adaptability. Instead of dictating exact context or outcomes, it encourages educators to create learning ecperiances that cater to the interest, needs and developmental stages of children, welsh government 2022. This adaptability promotes inclusion and allows educators to modify learning for different group of children. Also, the curriculum shows the significance of wellbeing, relationships and emotional growth, with the modern perspectives on child development, Siraj Blatchford et al, 2002. 
Critics have pointed out that the wide-ranging curriculum can lead confusion among practitioners (Priestly et al, 2021). Without specific guidance, there may be very different interpretations across the different learning environments, especially when staff possess varying degrees of experience and training. Therefore, although flexibility can be beneficial, it may also introduce challenges in implementation. 
Montessori Curricula 
The Montessori methos was created by maria Montessori in the early 1900s and till this day continues to be on of the most impactful educational philosophies globally, Montessori 1967. This approach is founded on the idea that children have an innare desire to learn and should be given the chance to explore on their own in thoughfully designed environment, Lillard, 2017.
Montessori classrooms feature organised play, tactile materials and groups of mixed ages and stages. Educators serve as guides instead of conventional teachers, fostering children’s independence, self-discipline, and motivation, Isaacs, 2018. The learning materiuals are intentionally crafted to enhance sensory, practical, mathematical, and lanagauge skills through real hands on experiances. 
One of the key strenghts of the Montessori method is its focus on child independence. Children are motivated to make their own choices, progress at their own speed, and take charge of their education, Standing 1998. Studies indicate that this approach can enhance concentration, self-control and problem-solving skills, Lillard and Else-quest, 2006.
Although the merits, Montessori education has faced criticism regarding its structured environment and dependence on learning materials (Edwards, 2022). Even though Montessori promotes child-led learning, the curriculum tends to be more adult-prepared compared to other play based methods. Also, there may bne less opportunities for imaginative plat in the modern play based curricula (Vruce, 2011).
Comparing and Contrasting the Two Curricula
The curriculum for Wales and Montessori both emphasizes a child centered approach to learning. They view children as active participants in their learning, building understanding through significant experiences instead of just receiving passive instruction (Piaget, 1952, Montessori 1967). Both methods prioritise hands on learning, exploration and fostering independence. Also, they acknowledge that important role of the learning environment in enhancing development and engagement, Lillard 1017 and Welsh Governement 2022.
Even though there are similarities, the two curricula have important differences. A key distinction is the emphasis on structure. The curriculum for wales encourages flexible and emergent learning experiences that are influenced by children’s interests and their local environments, Welsh government 2022. On the other hand, Montessori settings are meticulously arranged and structured around specific materials and activities aimed at fostering certain skills, Isaacs 2018. 
The function of play varies as well. According to the curriculum for Wales, play is considered a key methos for learning and development throughout all curriculum areas (Welsh Governement, 2022). Montessori education appreciated exploration and activity; though, it has traditionally focused less on imaginative play, meaningful interactions with tangible materials (Lillard, 2017)
Another distinction relates to the autonomy of practitioners. The curriculum for Wales provides practitioners with significant freedom in designing the curriculum, while Montessori implementation necessitates strict adherence to defined principles, materials and teaching methods (Edwards, 2022). This difference carries significant implications for implementation, as the level of flexibility can affect the consistency and quality across various settings.
Conclusion
To sum up, both the Curriculum for Wales and the Montessori method emphasize child-centered, play-based learning and are dedicated to fostering children’s overall development. Although both frameworks prioritize active participation, independence, and hands-on learning, they vary in their degree of structure, the role of play, and their curriculum design strategies. Implementing these curricula in Welsh early years settings, however, comes with notable challenges. Factors such as practitioner training, funding limitations, staffing issues, class sizes, accountability standards, and curriculum interpretation all play a role in determining the quality and consistency of implementation. Thus, while play-based curricula hold great promise for enhancing children’s learning and development, their effectiveness relies not just on the curriculum itself but also on the broader structural and professional conditions that support effective practice.



















Part 2: Considering the Concept of the ‘Unique Child’, Critically Evaluate Methods of Assessment, Progress Tracking and Age-and-Stage Development Models Within Play-Based Curricula
Introduction
The idea of the Unique Child is a core principle in early years education. It acknowledges that each child grows in their own unique way and should be appreciated as an individual with distinct strengths, interests, abilities, and experiences (Early Education, 2021). This principle is crucial because children learn differently and at varying speeds. Elements like personality, family background, culture, and additional learning needs can all impact their development and educational results (Bruce, 2011).
Assessment is the process of collecting information regarding children's learning, development, and progress to guide future planning and support (Drummond, 2012). In early years environments, assessment is typically continuous and occurs through observations, interactions, and discussions instead of formal testing (Welsh Government, 2022a). A successful assessment enables practitioners to comprehend children's needs and pinpoint areas where extra support might be necessary.
Recognizing the Unique Child during assessments is crucial as it prevents unfair comparisons against standardized benchmarks. Assessments should focus on individual growth and appreciate diverse learning styles (Nutbrown, 2011). This essay will delve into the idea of the Unique Child in the context of the Curriculum for Wales and assess two assessment techniques linked to play-based curricula: observational assessment in the Curriculum for Wales and individual progress tracking in Montessori education. The advantages and drawbacks of these methods will be examined critically, especially in relation to children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and neurodiverse learners.
The Concept of the Unique Child
The idea of the Unique Child stems from the belief that children are capable and competent learners who deserve to be treated as individuals (Early Education, 2021). Instead of seeing children as mere recipients of knowledge, child-centered methods acknowledge that learning is shaped by experiences, relationships, and environments (Wood, 2014).
The Curriculum for Wales embodies this principle by urging practitioners to facilitate personal progression instead of anticipating that all children will reach identical outcomes simultaneously (Welsh Government, 2022a). It acknowledges that progression isn't always a straight path and that children grow at varying speeds. This method promotes inclusion by enabling practitioners to tailor learning experiences to meet each child's unique needs.
The idea is heavily shaped by developmental theorists like Piaget (1952) and Vygotsky (1978). Piaget believed that children build knowledge actively by engaging with their surroundings, whereas Vygotsky highlighted the significance of social interactions and the role of adult guidance. Both theories advocate that learning is a personal journey and that children should not be anticipated to learn in the same manner.
Nonetheless, some critics contend that even with a growing focus on individuality, numerous educational systems still depend significantly on developmental milestones and age-related benchmarks (Burman, 2017). This reliance can pose challenges for children whose development diverges from conventional patterns. For instance, neurodiverse children might exhibit strengths and talents that traditional assessment methods fail to acknowledge (Goodley, 2017).
Although the idea of the Unique Child encourages inclusion and diversity, it is essential to thoughtfully design assessment methods to truly acknowledge individuality in practice.
Assessment Method One: Observational Assessment in the Curriculum for Wales
Observational assessment is a fundamental approach utilized in the Curriculum for Wales. Practitioners watch children during play and daily activities to understand their learning, development, and interests (Welsh Government, 2022a). One of the main advantages of observational assessment is that it takes place in natural learning settings. Children are not taken away from their activities or pressured to perform. Instead, practitioners collect information as children participate in meaningful experiences (Fisher, 2013). This method closely aligns with play-based learning, as it emphasizes the learning process rather than just the results.
Observational assessment plays a vital role in supporting the idea of the Unique Child, as it helps practitioners identify each child's unique strengths and interests. For instance, one child might exhibit their mathematical skills through construction activities, whereas another could showcase their communication abilities through imaginative role-play. By observing these variations, practitioners can effectively respond to each child's needs (Moyles, 2015).
In addition, observational assessment can be advantageous for children with ALN. Some children might experience stress or find formal assessment settings difficult to navigate. By observing, practitioners can collect information without adding extra pressure (Dockett and Fleer, 2003).
Nonetheless, observational assessment has its drawbacks. A key issue is subjectivity. Various practitioners might perceive the same behavior differently, resulting in inconsistent assessment results (Drummond, 2012). Additionally, personal bias can affect what practitioners decide to observe or document.
Managing workload can pose difficulties. Producing high-quality observations necessitates time and thoughtful consideration, but numerous practitioners operate in hectic settings with many children (Nutbrown, 2012). Consequently, observations might end up being short or concentrated solely on particular developmental aspects.
One more limitation is that certain learning outcomes might not be readily apparent just through observation. Practitioners could misread behaviors, especially when working with neurodiverse children whose ways of communicating may not align with typical expectations (Jordan, 2008).
Assessment Method Two: Individual Progress Tracking in Montessori Education
The assessment methods in Montessori education stand apart from those in traditional schooling. Instead of relying on formal testing, Montessori educators prioritize observation and detailed individual progress records to assess children's development (Lillard, 2017).
Children are watched as they interact with Montessori materials and activities, which helps practitioners recognize their interests, strengths, and areas needing improvement. 
Progress is monitored through comprehensive records of children's involvement in learning experiences instead of relying on standardized tests (Standing, 1998).
One of the strengths of Montessori assessment is its emphasis on individual growth. Children are motivated to progress at their own speed and are not required to meet predetermined goals within strict timelines (Montessori, 1967). This approach aligns with the idea of the Unique Child by acknowledging that each learner develops in their own unique way.
Montessori assessments can enhance children's independence and boost their confidence. Since the learning process is self-directed, children tend to feel less pressure from testing or comparing themselves to their peers (Lillard and Else-Quest, 2006).
Another point to consider is that there are certain constraints. Montessori assessments are primarily based on the observations and judgments made by practitioners, which can introduce a level of subjectivity. Moreover, with fewer formal indicators of progress, it can be tough to illustrate accomplishments to parents, outside organizations, or educational authorities (Edwards, 2002).
Another issue pertains to children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Although Montessori settings promote independence, certain children might need extra structure, intervention, or specialized support that isn't always present in conventional Montessori methods (Isaacs, 2018). Therefore, it is essential for practitioners to keep assessment strategies adaptable to accommodate various needs.
Critical Evaluation of Assessment Methods
Both observational assessments and Montessori progress tracking promote play-based learning and resonate with the idea of the Unique Child, as they emphasize personal development over standardized results.
One of the key strengths of both methods is their acknowledgment of learning as a comprehensive process. Children are evaluated in various developmental areas, such as social, emotional, and physical skills, instead of being solely assessed on their academic achievements (Bruce, 2011). This approach can be especially advantageous for children with ALN, who might exhibit strengths that traditional assessment techniques tend to miss.
Nonetheless, both methods significantly depend on the interpretation of practitioners. Subjectivity poses a major challenge since the results of assessments are influenced by the practitioners' knowledge, experience, and comprehension of child development (Drummond, 2012). Discrepancies can occur when practitioners have varying interpretations of children's behavior.
Utilizing age-and-stage developmental models brings about extra challenges. Developmental milestones can be beneficial for spotting issues and facilitating early intervention (Sheridan, 2008). Nonetheless, they might also set unrealistic expectations for children whose development diverges from standard patterns. Neurodiverse children, especially, may face unfair comparisons to developmental norms that fail to represent their unique strengths or capabilities (Goodley, 2017).
While developmental frameworks can offer valuable insights, it's important for practitioners to use them with flexibility rather than rigidity. Assessment should be adaptable and consider individual variations.
Conclusion
In summary, the Unique Child concept underscores the need to recognize the distinct strengths, interests, and developmental paths of children. Both the Curriculum for Wales and Montessori education adopt assessment strategies that foster child-centered learning and honor individual progress. Observational assessments and Montessori progress tracking enable educators to gather insights within meaningful learning contexts, proving particularly helpful for children with ALN.
Both methods encounter challenges such as subjectivity, bias from practitioners, and dependence on professional judgment. While developmental models can aid in assessment, they might also pose obstacles if applied too strictly. In the end, effective assessment in play-based curricula should prioritize a holistic understanding of each child instead of measuring them against standardized benchmarks. This approach enables practitioners to enhance inclusion, wellbeing, and significant progress for every learner.















BLOG
Why Are We Still Getting Staff Training Wrong?
The Unseen Obstacle to Effective Play-Based Learning
Ideal for Nursery World, Small Talk, or Early Years Educator
Have you ever left a training course feeling more confused than when you arrived?
A number nof early years practitioners truly aspire to enhance their practice. We are eager to acquire new skills, gain a deeper understanding of child development, and offer the finest experiences for children. However, even with the abundance of training opportunities out there, many practitioners still feel that professional development frequently falls short.
Having dyslexia, I often find myself avoiding training courses. It's not due to a lack of interest in learning, but because many courses are hard to access, overly academic, or presented in ways that don't engage practitioners. Lengthy PowerPoint presentations, too much text, and lecturers who speak at their audience instead of with them can make the learning experience quite challenging and frustrating.
This raises an important question:
If training aims to enhance results for children, why do numerous practitioners depart without acquiring practical knowledge they can actually use?
As Wales moves forward with the Curriculum for Wales and enhances play-based methods in early years settings, the significance of high-quality practitioner training has reached new heights.
Why staff training matters
Studies consistently show that the quality of interactions among adults is a crucial factor affecting children's learning and development (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Sylva et al., 2010). When practitioners have a solid understanding of child development, communication, wellbeing, and play-based teaching methods, children reap the benefits.
The Curriculum for Wales strongly emphasizes the importance of professional judgment and the autonomy of practitioners (Welsh Government, 2022a). In contrast to highly prescriptive curricula, practitioners are encouraged to create meaningful learning experiences, monitor children's progress, and tailor their approaches to meet individual needs.This creates opportunities for creativity and responsiveness, but it also places considerable responsibility on staff.
Without proper training, practitioners might find it difficult to:
· Understand play-based pedagogy.
· Support children with additional needs.
· Create engaging learning environments.
· Assess progression effectively.
· Implement curriculum changes confidently.
Therefore, staff training is not just an optional addition. It is essential for the effective implementation of the curriculum.
The problem with many training courses
While professional development is highly encouraged, the quality of training can differ greatly. 
Numerous practitioners have shared experiences of attending courses that emphasize theory but offer minimal practical advice (Nutbrown, 2012). Although theoretical knowledge is valuable, many practitioners find themselves questioning how to implement what they've learned in actual early years environments.\
Common issues include:
Excessive information Numerous courses strive to deliver extensive content in a limited timeframe. Participants are required to grasp intricate information swiftly, frequently lacking chances to engage in discussions, reflect, or practice new skills.
Lack of relevance 
Training can occasionally seem out of touch with real-world applications. For those working with two-year-olds, attending courses that focus on examples for older children can hinder their ability to apply what they've learned in their own environments. 
Ineffective delivery methods 
This concern is especially significant for practitioners with learning differences like dyslexia. Lengthy presentations packed with text can be hard to comprehend. Likewise, instructors who talk too quickly, rely on too much technical language, or do not actively involve their audience can hinder the learning process.
Ironically, many training courses do not model the inclusive practices that practitioners are expected to use with children.
One size fits all approaches don't work for everyone.
 Children are acknowledged as unique individuals with distinct needs and learning preferences, but professional development frequently overlooks this concept when it comes to adults. 
Practitioners have diverse learning styles. Some thrive in discussions, while others prefer visual demonstrations, hands-on activities, or observing effective practices. Training that assumes a uniform learning style for all is unlikely to yield positive results.
Why playworkers are often overlooked
A major issue in early years education is that playworkers are often left out of significant professional development opportunities. 
Playworkers are essential in fostering children's wellbeing, creativity, and social growth. Yet, training programs frequently focus mainly on teachers or childcare providers, overlooking the distinct aspects of playwork
The Playwork Principles (Play Wales, 2020) highlight the importance of children having control over their play activities, with adults taking on a supportive role instead of directing the play. This approach necessitates specialized knowledge and comprehension.
However, numerous playworkers have shared their challenges in gaining access to:
· Affordable training.
· Accredited qualifications.
· Professional development pathways.
· Courses focused specifically on playwork.
If play is essential for children's learning and wellbeing, then prioritizing the development of playworkers should be a key focus rather than something to consider later.
Training should be accessible for everyone
Accessibility is not only an issue for children.
Educators and practitioners may also experience dyslexia, ADHD, autism, sensory differences, or other learning challenges. Consequently, training should be developed with inclusive principles to ensure that all participants can engage effectively. 
A few straightforward enhancements might involve:
Use less text
Provide visual information, diagrams and practical examples rather than large blocks of written content.
Offer materials in advance
Allowing participants to access materials before training can reduce anxiety and support preparation.
Use multiple teaching methods
Combine discussion, demonstrations, videos, group activities and reflection opportunities.
Avoid unnecessary jargon
Complex language can create barriers to understanding. Clear communication benefits everyone.
Encourage participation
Training should feel collaborative rather than passive. Practitioners often learn most effectively when they can share experiences and discuss challenges with colleagues.
These adjustments do not simply support practitioners with additional needs; they improve learning for everyone.
What does meaningful professional development look like?
Studies indicate that the most impactful professional development is continuous, hands-on, and collaborative (OECD, 2019).
Instead of having training days that happen just once, practitioners gain more from chances to:
· Observe experienced colleagues.
· Engage in professional discussions.
· Reflect on practice.
· Receive mentoring and coaching.
· Trial new approaches and evaluate impact.
· Work collaboratively to solve problems.
This method reflects the core ideas of play-based learning. Similar to how children gain knowledge through hands-on involvement and contemplation, adults also learn best when they engage actively in their educational journey. 
Professional development ought to be an experience that practitioners engage in, rather than a process that is imposed upon them. They should take an active role in shaping their own development.
The impact on children

In the end, staff training is important as it influences the experiences of children.
 
When practitioners are confident, well-informed, and feel supported, they are more inclined to:
· Create engaging play environments.
· Build positive relationships.
· Recognise children’s strengths.
· Support individual needs effectively.
· Promote inclusion and wellbeing.
On the other hand, when training is unavailable, not applicable, or unproductive, educators might find it challenging to meet curriculum standards effectively. 
Children deserve educators who possess the knowledge, confidence, and skills necessary to enhance their learning.
A call for a chahange
As Wales embraces play-based learning with the Curriculum for Wales, it's essential that staff training develops in tandem with the changes in the curriculum..
We need training that is:
· Practical.
· Inclusive.
· Accessible.
· Relevant.
· Focused on improving outcomes for children.
It's important to acknowledge that practitioners have different learning styles. Training should embody the inclusive values that are essential for effective early years practice. 
If we truly believe that every child is entitled to exceptional play experiences, we must commit to supporting the individuals who facilitate those experiences.
Successful play-based learning starts not with policy, but with a different approach.
It starts with practitioners who feel appreciated, supported, and empowered to grow in their learning.
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