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Early Years Curricular
Section 1
The early years curricula (Foundation Phase) in Wales with the Scandinavian approach (Nordic Approach) reveals distinct philosophies and methods in nurturing play-based learning. While both prioritize play, their implementation, cultural context, and educational goals differ.
Child-Centred and Developmentally Appropriate: The Foundation Phase in Wales, aimed at children aged 3 to 7, emphasizes a child-centred approach that prioritizes experiential and active learning (Welsh Government, 2015). It fosters a balance between guided learning and play-based exploration, promoting creativity, problem-solving, and social interaction. The curriculum includes areas such as ‘’Personal and Social Development, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, and Mathematical Development’’ (Welsh Government, 2015). Each area encourages integration through play and practical activities. The Scandinavian model views early childhood as a period for holistic development (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Academic learning is less emphasized, with formal instruction typically beginning around age 6 or 7 (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). This approach aligns with a belief in nurturing children’s intrinsic motivation and letting them learn at their own pace through play. Scandinavian systems value emotional and social growth alongside physical development, viewing these as foundations for later academic and personal success (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). 
The Welsh Foundation Phase incorporates play as a central method of teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2015). Activities are often designed to stimulate exploration and engagement, helping children develop across the curriculum's seven areas. While children are given time for free play, there is often a balance with teacher-led activities that subtly guide them toward achieving specific learning outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015). This helps in developing skills that prepare them for later stages of education. Play in Scandinavian settings is more unstructured, allowing children to choose activities and dictate their learning paths (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Educators play a supportive role, facilitating rather than leading play, which fosters creativity and independence (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). A unique element of Scandinavian early childhood education is the emphasis on outdoor play, regardless of weather(Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Children are encouraged to engage in outdoor learning, which builds resilience and fosters a connection with nature (Orchard, 2017). 
Welsh early years settings create environments rich in resources designed to engage children in various types of play, including role play, art, and construction. Indoor and outdoor areas are utilized, though outdoor play may not be as heavily emphasized as in Scandinavia. Classrooms in Wales often include areas for specific activities, such as reading, crafts, and sensory play, blending play and learning in a structured way (Welsh Government, 2015). Scandinavian settings maximize outdoor play, often with minimal indoor decoration to avoid overstimulation (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Forest schools and natural playgrounds are common, encouraging exploration and interaction with the natural world. Indoor classrooms use simple, natural materials, promoting calm and focus (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). The environment is designed to be adaptable and to support child-led exploration without rigid activity boundaries (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022).
In the Welsh Foundation Phase, educators facilitate activities that align with curriculum goals, guiding children’s play to enhance learning (Welsh Government, 2015). Teachers are active participants in creating learning opportunities within play. Educators regularly observe and assess children’s progress to align their development with the curriculum’s outcomes, ensuring children are on track for transitioning to more formal education (Welsh Government, 2015). In Scandinavian models, educators adopt a more observational role, allowing children to direct their own activities (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Practitioners step in when necessary to support or provide materials but avoid guiding play toward specific learning targets (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Educators prioritize building strong, trusting relationships with children, creating a secure base from which they can explore and grow (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022).
The Welsh curriculum aims to develop a well-rounded foundation for later learning, blending play with the acquisition of skills in language, numeracy, and social interaction (Welsh Government, 2015). While actively focusing on play-based learning, the Foundation Phase still introduces literacy and numeracy in a manner woven into play, preparing children for the formal academic environment of later schooling (Welsh Government, 2015). Scandinavian early years education places a significant emphasis on developing social and emotional intelligence (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022). Literacy and numeracy are typically introduced in more structured ways only once children start formal education in schools. Despite the later introduction of formal academic work, according to the PISA results (2015), Scandinavian children generally achieve high educational outcomes in later years, attributed to their strong development in areas like problem-solving, resilience, and collaborative skills. 
Implementing an early year’s curriculum faces challenges such as limited funding, insufficient training, and balancing structured learning with child-led play. Educators often struggle with resource constraints, varied developmental levels among children, and inclusive support for special needs. Parental expectations and cultural differences can also create conflicts with curriculum goals. Effective assessment, managing space limitations, and integrating technology meaningfully pose additional hurdles. Compliance with regulatory standards and adapting to policy changes complicate implementation, while ensuring sustainability and continuity over time remains difficult. Addressing these challenges requires thorough planning, professional development, and strong community collaboration. 
To develop the Welsh early years curriculum, learning from successful models like Scandinavia could involve emphasizing outdoor and nature-based learning to foster creativity and resilience, and enhancing play-based, child-led approaches by reducing structured activities and delaying formal academics. Investing in educator training and ongoing professional development would support effective facilitation of child-led play. Increased parental engagement through workshops and cultural inclusion strategies could align expectations with play-based benefits. Integrating observational assessments focused on developmental milestones over academics, and ensuring sustainable funding for resources and inclusive support, would further strengthen the curriculum and holistic child development. 
Early years settings often cannot use international curriculums directly due to cultural differences, regulatory and policy requirements, and the need for local relevance. Curriculums designed for specific cultural and educational values may not align with local beliefs, making community and parental engagement difficult. Compliance with local educational standards and policies can also be an issue. Implementing an international curriculum may require significant adaptation, resources, and training, which can be costly. Language barriers and differences in teaching philosophy can further complicate integration, making it essential for curriculums to be tailored to the developmental, linguistic, and socioeconomic needs of the local context. There are no laws explicitly banning the use of international curriculums in early years settings, but regulations and policies often limit their use. Compliance with national standards, curriculum approval processes, and inspection requirements can restrict non-local curriculums. Public funding is typically tied to adherence to recognized educational frameworks, and teacher qualifications are aligned with national programs. Using a foreign curriculum may disrupt educational pathways, making it difficult for early years settings to adopt them without significant adaptation to meet local standards and maintain compliance. 
Early years practitioners' understanding of play-based learning varies widely, influenced by their training, experience, and the educational context. Practitioners with formal early childhood education training typically grasp the importance of play in child development, while those with limited training may lack a comprehensive understanding. Practical experience enhances their ability to facilitate play effectively, but challenges such as curriculum mandates and resource limitations can hinder implementation. Support from colleagues, access to quality resources, and alignment with national educational policies also play crucial roles in shaping practitioners' comprehension and commitment to play-based approaches. Overall, continuous professional development and a collaborative environment are essential for deepening practitioners' knowledge and skills in facilitating meaningful play experiences. 
In conclusion, the comparison of the Welsh early years curriculum and the Scandinavian approach underscores the diverse philosophies underpinning play-based learning. While both frameworks prioritize play as a crucial component of early childhood education, their methods and educational goals diverge significantly. The Welsh Foundation Phase integrates structured play to achieve specific learning outcomes and prepare children for formal schooling, with educators playing a guiding role. In contrast, the Scandinavian model promotes unstructured, child-led play that fosters independence and emotional development, delaying formal academic instruction to focus on holistic growth. Challenges in implementing early years curricula, such as funding limitations, resource constraints, and compliance with local regulations, highlight the need for ongoing professional development and community collaboration. By learning from the strengths of the Scandinavian model, particularly how it emphasises outdoor learning and child autonomy, Wales can development the early years curriculum, creating an environment that nurtures creativity, resilience, and a love of learning in young children. This balanced approach would ultimately support the holistic development of children, preparing them for future academic and personal success.
Section 2 
The unique child is a fundamental term used in early years education. It represents the belief that each child is an individual with their own personality, experiences, strengths, and potential developmental trajectory. This concept looks away from the idea that all children are the same and have the same needs, approach to education and emphasizes the need to view children as distinct individuals with different learning styles, interests, and paces of development. Recognizing the uniqueness of each child supports holistic development, which encompasses not just cognitive skills, but also emotional, physical, and social growth. Central to this approach is the understanding that children develop best when their individual needs are met, and they feel valued and respected. Early years practitioners are tasked with observing children carefully, identifying their interests, strengths, and areas that require support, and adapting learning experiences accordingly. This personalized approach helps children develop confidence, resilience, and a positive self-identity, which are crucial for long-term learning and emotional well-being. An inclusive and diverse environment is also essential to the concept of the unique child. It ensures that all children, regardless of their background, language, abilities, or other characteristics, have equal access to learning opportunities that support their development. This involves providing resources, activities, and strategies that acknowledge and celebrate differences while also addressing any barriers that might hinder a child's participation or progress. Fostering strong, nurturing relationships is key to implementing this concept effectively. When children feel secure and understood, they are more likely to engage in learning, explore their environment, and build trusting relationships with both peers and adults. This approach helps develop social-emotional skills, critical thinking, and a sense of belonging, laying a strong foundation for lifelong learning and growth.
Assessments in early childhood education are multifaceted tools that play an essential role in supporting the development of the unique child. These assessments, which encompass observations, learning stories, trackers, checklists, and portfolios, offer a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of a child's developmental journey. The combination of the varied assessment methods provides a comprehensive, well-rounded view of each child’s development. These assessments do more than measure academic readiness; they capture the unique ways in which children grow, learn, and interact with their environment. This holistic approach ensures that children receive support tailored to their needs and that their emotional, social, cognitive, and physical development is nurtured in an inclusive and responsive manner. The use of diverse assessment tools respects the individuality of each child and helps educators build a rich, supportive learning environment that celebrates every aspect of a child’s growth.
Observations are a vital assessment tool in early childhood education that provide genuine insights into each child's behaviours, interests, and interactions within their natural environments. By closely monitoring how children engage with peers and materials, educators can recognize their unique personalities and learning styles, allowing for personalized support tailored to each child's needs. This method captures development across multiple domains including but not limited to cognitive, social-emotional, physical, and language, which presents a holistic understanding of the child. Observations help identify individual strengths and interests, fostering motivation and engagement in learning activities. Additionally, they enable responsive teaching, as educators can adjust their strategies in real time based on what they see, making learning more relevant and effective. Building strong relationships is crucial for nurturing each child’s development. Observational data can be shared with families, promoting collaboration between home and school and supporting the child’s growth. Regular observations allow educators to track progress over time, providing a clearer picture of each child's abilities and learning processes while identifying areas that may require additional support. The non-intrusive nature of observations allows children to express themselves freely, resulting in a more accurate understanding of their development. With diverse observational techniques available, such as anecdotal records and running records, educators can gain comprehensive insights into each child’s unique journey, making observations an essential practice in celebrating and supporting the individuality of every child.
Checklists and rating scales are effective assessment tools that support the concept of the unique child by providing structured methods for evaluating individual skills and developmental milestones. These tools allow educators to identify specific abilities and behaviours in children, facilitating a clear understanding of each child’s progress and unique learning trajectory. By using checklists, educators can systematically track various developmental domains, such as language, motor skills, and social-emotional growth, which helps to highlight individual strengths and areas for improvement. Rating scales provide a standardized way to assess competencies, making it easier to recognize diverse learning styles and needs within a classroom. These tools promote targeted interventions by identifying children who may require additional support, ensuring that educational strategies are tailored to each child’s unique profile. Checklists and rating scales also enhance communication with families by offering concrete data on a child’s development, fostering collaboration in supporting the child's growth. Ultimately, by capturing detailed information about individual capabilities and development, checklists and rating scales empower educators to create a responsive learning environment that celebrates and nurtures the uniqueness of every child. 
It is crucial that assessments in early years reflect the individual development of children because each child has a unique set of experiences, strengths, and challenges that shape their learning journey. Recognizing and honouring these individual differences allows educators to create personalized learning experiences that cater to the specific needs, interests, and abilities of each child. When assessments are tailored to reflect individual development, they provide a more accurate picture of a child's progress and help identify areas where additional support or enrichment may be needed. Individualized assessments promote a holistic understanding of a child's growth across various domains, including cognitive, social-emotional, and physical development. This comprehensive perspective is essential for fostering well-rounded development and ensuring that no aspect of a child's growth is overlooked. By focusing on individual development, assessments also encourage a growth mindset, helping children to build self-esteem and confidence in their abilities as they see their unique progress recognized and valued. Assessments that reflect individual development enhance communication with families, providing them with meaningful insights into their child's strengths and areas for growth. This collaboration between educators and families is vital for creating supportive learning environments both at school and at home. Overall, individualized assessments are essential for fostering an inclusive educational setting that respects and nurtures the diverse capabilities and potentials of each child, ultimately laying the groundwork for lifelong learning and development.
Checklists and rating scales in early childhood assessments have several distinctions emerging compared to observations, that highlight the unique contributions of each method. Observations provide a rich, contextual understanding of a child's behaviour and interactions in their natural environment. This method captures the nuances of a child’s development, including social interactions, problem-solving skills, and emotional responses, allowing educators to gain a holistic view of each child's unique learning style and personality. Furthermore, observations are non-intrusive and can take place in various settings, enabling children to express themselves freely without the pressure of structured assessments. This organic approach can foster deeper insights into how children engage with their peers and materials, which can inform more responsive teaching strategies.
However, observations also have limitations. They can be subjective, relying on the educator's interpretations, which may vary based on individual perspectives. This subjectivity can lead to inconsistencies in reporting and assessment, potentially overlooking critical aspects of a child's development. Additionally, documenting observations can be time-consuming, making it challenging for educators to observe and assess multiple children simultaneously, especially in larger classroom settings.
In contrast, checklists and rating scales offer a structured and standardized approach to assessment that promotes objectivity and consistency. They allow educators to systematically track specific skills and developmental milestones, making it easier to identify areas of strength and those requiring support. This quantifiable data is valuable for monitoring progress over time and can facilitate communication with families regarding their child's development. Checklists and rating scales also enable educators to quickly assess multiple children, providing a more efficient way to gather data across a classroom.
However, the structured nature of checklists and rating scales may not capture the full complexity of a child's development. These tools often focus on specific competencies or behaviours, which can lead to a narrower perspective that overlooks the broader context of a child's learning experiences. Additionally, checklists may inadvertently impose a one-size-fits-all approach, failing to account for individual differences and learning styles, thus potentially missing important insights about a child's unique strengths and needs.
Both observations and checklists/rating scales support the concept of the unique child, but they do so in different ways and to varying extents. Observations provide significant support by allowing educators to see children in real-time, capturing the context of their interactions and learning processes, which helps identify individual strengths and interests. This method fosters a holistic understanding of each child's development and promotes responsive teaching tailored to their unique needs. In contrast, checklists and rating scales offer a structured approach for tracking specific developmental milestones, facilitating communication with families and identifying areas for support. However, these tools may overlook the nuances of a child's personality and learning style, providing a narrower perspective. Overall, while both methods are valuable, observations offer a deeper insight into the uniqueness of each child, making them more effective in supporting individualized learning experiences.
While observations and checklists/rating scales provide valuable insights into a child's learning and development, they may not always offer a complete or true reflection of a child's abilities. Observations can be subjective, depending on the educator's interpretations and potentially missing critical aspects of development, while checklists and rating scales often focus on predefined skills, leading to a narrow view that overlooks creativity and emotional intelligence. To better reflect a child's unique learning journey, early years practitioners should adopt a holistic assessment approach by combining observations with structured tools, documenting a wide range of behaviours over time, and engaging families for additional insights. Integrating diverse assessment methods, such as self and peer assessments, can also help create a more comprehensive picture of each child's development, ensuring that their individuality is recognized and supported.
Section 3 
‘’Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities, and learning needs’’ The work of UNESCO (1994, quoted in Knowles, 2017, p.1). 
Supporting children with Additional Learning Needs (hereafter ALN) is vital to ensuring that every child has the opportunity to thrive (Tomlinson, 2014). A play-based curriculum offers a flexible, sensory-rich approach that is particularly beneficial for these children, as it allows them to engage in learning at their own pace and in ways that are meaningful to them (Welsh Government, 2024). Play also fosters early intervention, helping educators identify and address developmental needs before they become larger challenges (Fleer, 2021). Moreover, it promotes inclusive education by allowing children with ALN to learn alongside their peers, encouraging social interaction, empathy, and a sense of belonging (Knowles, 2017). Play is a powerful tool that nurtures the whole child, making it an ideal approach for supporting diverse learners. 
ALN in early years education refers to the tailored support provided to young children who may experience barriers to learning compared to other children their age (Gwynedd Council, no date). Identifying signs of ALN early is essential, as it helps educators and caregivers create an inclusive environment where every child had an equal chance to thrive (Gwynedd Council, no date). This support can address a range of needs, including cognitive, physical, social, and emotional challenges, ensuring all children have equal opportunities to develop essential skills and more. Practitioners use integrated care, working closely with families and specialists to design individualized plans to provide what support the individual child needs to gain equal opportunities to others their age (Champine, Chaput, Adamo and Kaufman, 2018). By fostering an inclusive mindset early, children with ALN receive the foundational support they need, helping set the stage for lifelong learning and personal growth in a diverse world. 
Play-based learning provides significant benefits for children with ALN by supporting social, cognitive, and emotional development in a flexible, child-centred way (Moyles, 2014). It helps improve social skills through low-pressure peer interactions, enhances cognitive abilities by encouraging problem-solving and memory in sensory-rich settings, and aids emotional regulation by allowing children to explore emotions safely (Watts and Stagnitti and Brown, 2014). Additionally, play-based learning is adaptable for sensory needs, supporting children with sensory processing difficulties, and fosters independence and motivation by allowing them to learn at their own pace (Kaduson and Schaefer, 2021). Overall, this approach aligns well with the diverse needs of children with ALN, promoting growth beyond what traditional methods may offer. 
Adapting a play-based curriculum for children with ALN requires thoughtful modifications that prioritize accessibility, engagement, and individualized support (Oers and Duijkers, 2013). By tailoring play activities to fit diverse learning styles, educators can create inclusive environments where children with ALN feel supported in their cognitive, social, and emotional development (Franklin and Sloper, 2009). The play-based learning approach involves adjusting materials, offering clear instructions, and using sensory-friendly resources to encourage participation (Education Endowment Foundation (hereafter EEF), 2023). Adapting play-based methods fosters an inclusive learning atmosphere, promoting growth for all children, regardless of their unique needs (United Nations Children’s Fund (here after UNICEF), 2018). 
Educators play a pivotal role in facilitating play for children with ALN by creating inclusive, engaging, and adaptive play environments (Goli, Rahimi and Goli, 2022). Through careful observation and responsive interactions, educators can identify each child's preferences, strengths, and challenges, shaping play activities that meet diverse needs (Carpenter, 2015). By offering adaptive tools, modelling social play behaviours, and providing gentle guidance, educators help children with ALN build confidence, social skills, and resilience (Fyssa, Tsakiri, and Mouroutsou, 2023). Their support ensures that all children can experience meaningful, developmentally appropriate play.
Collaboration with parents and specialists is essential in supporting children with ALN within a play-based curriculum (Peyton, 2017). Parents offer invaluable insights into their child’s preferences, triggers, and progress, while specialists provide targeted strategies to meet each child’s unique requirements (Cottle and Alexander, 2014). Regular communication among educators, parents, and specialists enables a holistic approach to adaptation, ensuring consistency across home, school, and therapy settings. This partnership enhances the effectiveness of play-based learning, aligning goals to foster the child’s social, cognitive, and emotional growth (Kambouri, Wilson, Pieridou, Quinn and Liu, 2022). 
Implementing play-based learning for children with ALN involves unique challenges and considerations that educators must thoughtfully address (Tam, 2023). Children with ALN may require adapted materials, additional guidance, or sensory-friendly environments to fully engage in play (Nolan and Paatsch, 2018). Balancing individualized support with group activities can also be complex, as each child’s needs and responses differ (Oers, 2015). Furthermore, ensuring adequate resources and training for staff is essential for success. By recognizing and planning for these challenges, educators can create a more inclusive, effective learning experience for all children (Danniels and Pyle, 2023).
In conclusion, a play-based curriculum stands out as a powerful, inclusive approach for supporting children with ALN, offering them opportunities to learn and grow alongside their peers in a nurturing environment. By focusing on flexibility, sensory engagement, and social integration, play-based learning not only addresses diverse developmental needs but also fosters a sense of belonging and confidence in children. When combined with collaborative support from educators, families, and specialists, this approach maximizes each child’s potential and promotes early intervention, paving the way for lifelong learning. As practitioners continue to adapt play-based methods to accommodate ALN, they contribute to a more inclusive educational landscape that celebrates and supports every child’s unique journey. 
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