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Part 1. 
The university of Delaware (n.d) defines a curriculum as a set of standards given to all educational institutes highlighting which subjects are to be taught along with guidelines for teaching and learning. Similarly, the department for education (2014) explains that the curriculum outlines what subjects are to be taught, learning objectives and the expected standards students should achieve in each subject. Great Schools Partnership (2015) adds to this stating that Curriculum encompasses not only the content and skills students are expected to learn, but also the methods used to evaluate their progress. Assessment plays a central role in this process, guiding how educators measure learning outcomes and adjust instruction. It includes formal tools such as tests and standardized exams, as well as informal strategies like observations, projects, and performance tasks. These assessments help determine whether students have met learning objectives and provide feedback for both teaching and curriculum design. In practice, a teacher’s curriculum integrates these assessment methods alongside lessons, materials, and activities to ensure that learning is both meaningful and measurable. 
In traditional education, curriculum is often defined as a structured plan of subjects, lessons, and assessments aimed at achieving specific learning outcomes (Kelly, 2009). While this model provides clarity and consistency, it can limit opportunities for child-led exploration and holistic development. In contrast, A play- based curriculum is an approach that recognises play as the primary vehicle for learning, especially in early years. A blog by Daily connect (2025) boasts the benefits of a play-based curriculum emphasising supporting evidence rooted from developmental theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky, Froebel and Montessori highlighting plays essential rose in children’s cognitive development. More recent research from the National association for the education of young children (NAEYC) (2019) reinforce this theory by asserting that play supports joyful, meaningful learning. It nurtures key developmental areas such as self- regulation, language acquisition, cognitive and social skills and builds foundational knowledge across subject domains.  Whilst play-based learning promotes holistic development, fosters creativity and nurtures essential life skills, and is supported by curriculum frameworks such as the early years foundation stage (EYFS) and the new curriculum for Wales, there are a range of challenges presented when implementing a play-based curriculum. This essay focuses on critically analysing the practical challenges of implementing a play-based curriculum, focussing on the early years’ foundation stage and the curriculum for Wales whilst comparing both strengths and limitations for both, drawing on international perspectives and educational theory to explore the tensions between play and formal schooling.
The Curriculum for Wales Framework is statutory guidance published under section 71 of the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 (the Act) and represents a significant shift in educational practice, aiming to improve learning experiences for children aged 3 to 16 by focusing on personalised assessment and the cultivation of vital life skills. Officially launched in 2022, the framework continues to evolve through regular updates to support clarity and coherence for both educators and students, (Welsh Government, 2020). The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, introduced by Senedd Cymru, sets out four key aims for education in Wales. It seeks to support children in becoming ambitious and capable learners, encourages them to grow into enterprising and creative contributors prepared for life and work, promotes the development of ethical and informed citizens of both Wales and the wider world, and fosters healthy, confident individuals equipped to lead fulfilling lives as respected members of society.  
Building on the principles outlined in the Curriculum for Wales, it’s valuable to explore how these ideas resonate within other frameworks. My second chosen curriculum is the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). Department for Education (2012) explains that the EYFS is the curriculum set for all schools and OFSTED registered early years providers, it sets the standards for learning, development and care of children from 0-5. The Early Years Foundation Stage outlines seven essential areas that shape children's learning and development. These encompass communication and language, personal, social and emotional growth, literacy, mathematics, understanding the world, physical development, and expressive arts and design, (Department for Education, 2021). 
The curriculum for Wales and the early years foundation stage (EYFS) both have the aim of a holistic approach to support children’s early learning and development, having a child centred approach to educational planning. However, as explained by Munson (2023) the EYFS has a significant emphasis on play-based learning, whereas the curriculum for Wales has a more structured academic approach. While these approaches reflect differing educational priorities and cultural contexts, both frameworks are united in their dedication to nurturing confident, well-rounded learners from the earliest stages of education. 
One issue with implementing a play- based curriculum comes from the term ‘play’ having a very fluid concept. Although play as a tool for learning is very well researched and supported by theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky, it has a varying interpretation between individuals. The challenges lay with individual practitioners having the deeper understanding of when to step in and scaffold to allow for development and how to create meaningful opportunities for exploration through play which leads to inconsistent implementation across settings, (McInnes & Howard, 2021). As a result, ongoing professional development is essential for embedding play-based pedagogy effectively. Recent updates to the EYFS have placed stronger emphasis on defining curriculum intent and sequencing, aiming to enhance clarity and developmental progression. However, this shift has, at times, led to unintended consequences—namely, a reduced focus on play as a core pedagogical approach. As a result, some practitioners report feeling increased pressure to concentrate on formal learning outcomes rather than fostering child-led exploration and inquiry (Crittenden & Gray, 2023). In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales has taken a more supportive stance by introducing professional learning modules tailored to the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) framework. These resources are intended to build practitioner confidence and competence in facilitating play-based learning that aligns with the curriculum’s developmental pathways, promoting a more holistic and flexible approach to early education (ExChange Wales, 2024). A blog written by the British Educational Suppliers association (BESA) (2025) highlighted that practitioner themselves believed that he biggest issue with implementing a play-based curriculum was academic pressures and time constraints and due to pressures from curriculum objectives, assessment demands, and limited time, many schools struggle to allocate sufficient time for play, despite its proven educational value. A common misunderstanding persists that play detracts from academic progress, when in fact, it can sharpen concentration, stimulate creativity, and positively influence overall achievement. Evidence taken from a blog by InclusiveTeach (2024) shows that to support these barriers, the EYFS uses formative, observation-based assessments for practitioners to gather insights to a child’s development during play rather than formal testing.  The national day nurseries association (2025) says that the curriculum for Wales also allows for more flexibility with testing through their Early childhood play, learning and care guidance (ECPLC) removing the rigid subject boundaries and favouring more developmental pathways that support holistic development. This allows practitioners to overcome the pressures of standardised testing and assessments to be able to use play as a method of measuring learning. 
To overcome the Observational barriers of implementing a play-based curriculum, both frameworks recognise the importance of professional development in addressing observational barriers, but the extent to which this support is accessible and embedded remains uneven. Ultimately, for play-based curricula to be implemented effectively, there must be a sustained commitment to equipping practitioners with the knowledge, time, and trust needed to observe, interpret, and respond to children’s learning in ways that honour the richness and complexity of play.
Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC, 1989) states that every child has the entitlement to rest, leisure and the right to play and recreational activities. The right to play is considered as essential as any other human right, contributing significantly to children’s happiness and well-being. However, Stokes (2023) outlines that in many educational settings, opportunities for play are often restricted due to lack of funding and resources, thus restricting the ability to create suitable environments and provide the necessary equipment to support play- based learning. The vital part of implementing play-based learning in settings is the importance of the environment and resources you provide as practitioners. The Education Endowment Foundation (2023) says how important it is to provide open ended, safe and accessible space to allow children to explore and enhance creativity.  Early Education (2021) highlights the importance of providing adequate environments and resources highlighting that creating effective play spaces involves offering a variety of rich, versatile materials that support multiple forms of play. Open-ended sensory resources—usable in countless ways—encourage curiosity, imaginative thinking, and creative expression. By making full use of both indoor and outdoor environments, children are given opportunities for hands-on exploration, especially through nature-based experiences. When children have access to natural elements and real-world materials, they instinctively engage in self-directed discovery, selecting tools and settings that align with their interests and developmental needs. These kinds of environments nurture creativity, problem-solving, and the development of the Characteristics of Effective Learning. However, many schools and educational settings do not have the funding to be able to provide adequate resources or environments for play. Almost two-thirds of schools have invested less than £10,000 in outdoor play areas over the past three years, leading to concerns that many children are left with inadequate, low-quality spaces during a period when play should be a key part of their education, wellbeing, and growth. Additionally, specific needs of children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) are often overlooked in the design of play environments. This highlights significant equity issues, questioning whether all children truly access to the time, space, and opportunities have they need to engage in meaningful play, (Weedy, 2025). A study carried out by the National education union (2023) spoke to 3981 teachers, 85% of which said that their schools are not able to provide sufficient learning resources for pupils due to lack of funding. 
Both the EYFS and the Curriculum for Wales recognise the centrality of play in early childhood education, yet they differ in how they address the practical barriers of limited funding and resources. The EYFS framework encourages practitioners to adopt resourceful approaches, using open-ended, low-cost materials and natural environments to support play-based learning (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales embeds play more structurally through the Play Sufficiency Duty, requiring local authorities to assess and secure adequate play opportunities. This legal obligation is supported by targeted funding and the ECPLC framework, which promotes inclusive, nature-rich environments and practitioner autonomy (NDNA, 2025). Gov. Wales (2025) explains that through the curriculum for Wales there is a grant support programme available for education stakeholder organisations, it is designed to support a range of activities and interventions that will enhance the settings ability to support their learner’s progression. In contrary, the EYFS highlights the importance of using natural resources for play, resources such as leaves, wood, stones and shells have open- ended opportunities for creativity and exploration and connection to the natural world, this supported by the department for education (2021). 
 In summary, while both the EYFS and the Curriculum for Wales prioritise play in early education, they face distinct implementation challenges. The EYFS struggles with assessment pressures, limited funding, and uneven practitioner confidence, which can undermine play-based practice. The Curriculum for Wales offers a more flexible, well-supported model through legal obligations and funding schemes, yet still encounters gaps in training and resources. Addressing these issues demands collective commitment to ensure play is upheld not just as a teaching method, but as a vital right that fosters children's development and lifelong learning.

Part 2 
The term ‘unique child’ refers to the understanding that every child is an individual who learns and develops in their own way. It highlights children’s resilience, capability, and confidence, and underpins inclusive practice by encouraging environments and planning that respond to each child’s strengths, needs, and interests (Worcestershire County Council, 2023). Children grow and learn in diverse ways, and their development does not follow a fixed or predictable path. Progress depends on access to nurturing relationships and rich environments that support active engagement and celebrate individual strengths. Every child possesses an innate drive to learn and explore, but they each have their own skills and interpret the world in different ways. 
Assessment during the Early Years is a vital process that enables practitioners and parents to understand a child’s progress, interests, and needs. It involves both formative and summative approaches. Formative assessment is ongoing and observation-based, allowing educators to build a holistic picture of a child’s development and plan responsive learning experiences (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). Summative assessments, such as the Progress Check at Age Two and the EYFS Profile, provide structured opportunities to review development and support transitions (Foundation Years, 2024). Crucially, assessment should not be burdensome or disconnected from daily practice, it must be embedded in meaningful interactions and focused on the child’s lived experience (Foundation Years, 2024).
This essay compares the assessment methods used in the EYFS and the Curriculum for Wales, critically analysing their strengths and limitations, particularly in relation to Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and neurodiversity.
Considering the unique child in assessment ensures that evaluations are inclusive, equitable, and developmentally appropriate. Children develop in non-linear ways, shaped by their relationships, environments, and individual experiences. By observing how children interact with people, materials, and spaces, educators can tailor support that is unique to each child’s induvial needs and interests. This approach aligns with inclusive pedagogy and supports equitable outcomes for all learners (Munson, 2023). Understanding and responding to the unique child is therefore not just a pedagogical idea, it is central to meaningful, inclusive assessment in the early years. 
The department for education (2023) explains that the concept of the unique child is central in the Early Years Foundation stage (EYFS) ensuing every child is recognised as capable and resilient with their own interests and developmental journeys. Through the curriculum for Wales, it is emphasised that children are placed at the centre of the approach, considering the holistic nature of child development. The Welsh government (2023) says that the curriculum is structured around 5 developmental pathways – belonging, exploration, communication, well-being and physical development. These pathways are allowing children to progress at their own pace and in their own way rather than linear checklists they must meet.  
The idea of considering the unique child throughout education and during observations is underpinned and supported in theoretical frameworks. Sophia Carter (2023) explains that Maria Montessori’s theory is child- centred and that Montessori encouraged that children lead their own learning and that teaching respects a child’s unique development rather than fitting into a strict curriculum. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological model also supports the concept of the Unique child, Özdoğru (2011) explains that his theory focussed on a child’s development being shaped by multiple factors such as their immediate environment, family life, culture and many other factors not just their education. 
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), assessment is primarily formative, based on ongoing observations embedded in daily practice, allowing practitioners to build a holistic picture of each child’s learning (Department for Education, 2024). Statutory summative assessments, such as the Progress Check at Age Two and the EYFS Profile, complement this by identifying developmental milestones and informing transitions (Foundation Years, 2024). The curriculum for Wales uses continuous, learner focussed approaches to assessment. Assessments are ongoing and adaptive, providing appropriate challenge and support to each learner’s abilities, (Welsh Government, 2022). This approach aligns strongly with inclusive pedagogy and supports equitable outcomes for children with ALN. The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 reinforces this by mandating early identification, person-centred planning, and tailored support (Welsh Government, 2020).
 Both frameworks advocate for inclusive, child-centred assessment, which is particularly significant for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and those who are neurodivergent. Observational methods allow children to demonstrate learning in diverse ways, reducing reliance on verbal or written output and enabling practitioners to tailor support based on individual profiles (Help for Early Years Providers, 2025). However, challenges remain. The reliance on practitioner interpretation can introduce bias, especially when neurodivergent behaviours diverge from typical developmental expectations (Murphy, 2025). Furthermore, inconsistencies in training and documentation practices may limit the effectiveness of assessment for ALN learners. To ensure equity, both frameworks must be supported by robust professional development, reflective practice, and collaborative engagement with families and external specialists. The EYFS’s reliance on practitioner judgement is both a strength and a limitation. While it allows for nuanced understanding, it can lead to inconsistencies in assessment quality, particularly when practitioners lack confidence or training in identifying atypical development (Inclusive teach, 2024). 
When assessment is truly responsive and relational, it becomes a powerful tool for recognising and nurturing the unique potential of every child .Both frameworks allow flexible observations to allow children to demonstrate their learning in different ways, reducing the pressures of verbal and written assessments, providing fairer opportunities and important for those children with communication or sensory processing needs, (Nace.co.uk, 2024). Whilst the curriculum for Wales offers flexibility and is particularly beneficial for those with ALN and neurodiversity, the EYFS profile can often lead to a ‘tick box’ culture, leading to reduced authenticity of the assessment, highlighted by Basford and Bath (2014). Observational methods are particularly effective for capturing non-verbal communication, sensory engagement, and alternative learning styles (Anna Freud Centre, 2025). On the other hand, The Curriculum for Wales is more explicitly aligned with neurodiversity-affirming practice, recognising that not all children follow the same developmental pathway. Its emphasis on learner agency, flexible progression, and environmental responsiveness supports inclusive assessment. Yet, its success depends on practitioner understanding and systemic support. Without adequate training, even flexible frameworks can be implemented in ways that fail to meet the needs of neurodivergent learners (NDNA, 2025).
Overall, while both frameworks promote inclusivity and the idea of the ‘unique child’, without the practitioner expertise and reflective practice, their effectiveness is weakened and for children with ALN and neurodivergent traits, these frameworks provide opportunities for tailored, strengths-based support.












Play today: Thrive tomorrow.
In a world where play is deemed as fun, or a break from learning, research from Harvard (2023) shows that play is one of the most powerful tools for learning, building on creativity, problem solving skills and creating emotional and social growth. This blog aims to explore the benefits of play and how it is sued in education.  
Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child recognises the right of the child to have access to rest and leisure as well as to engage in play and other recreational activities, (UNICEF, 1989b)
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Play based learning has an endless list of benefits for our children, some benefits listed by Crittenden and Gray (n.d.) include:
· Enhanced cognitive growth and thinking abilities.
· Increased engagement and enthusiasm for learning.
· Strengthened communication, language, and speech development.
· Greater physical coordination, strength, and overall fitness.
· Promotes healthy brain function, emotional wellbeing, and resilience.
· Contributes positively to academic achievement and learning outcomes.
· Builds creativity, teamwork, and effective problem-solving skills.
Brighthorizons.com (2024) lists further benefits of play for our children: 
1. Whole child development- through play they learn skills in all areas that cannot be achieved through worksheets or screentime. 
2. Healthy habits- play promotes healthy habits by actively engaging them in the world around them and exploration of their environment gaining respect for their natural world. 
3. Test new ideas- play allows children to test out new ideas and make links between past experiences and new investigations, through trial-and-error children learn what works through natural experiment. 
4. Decision making- children make their own decisions during play and overtime begin to make connections between their choices and natural consequences.
5. Mindfulness and exploration- Play fosters children's sense of mindfulness by creating a safe and supportive space where they feel confident to explore new ideas and experiment freely. When deeply engaged in play, children lose track of time and surroundings, immersing themselves completely in the activity and focusing with full attention.  

The role of the adult

· Practitioners play a key role in deepening children’s learning opportunities. They scaffold and observe, wood (2014) explains that practitioners facilitate learning in their knowledge of when to step in to support learning and when to step back and allow for independent exploration. Practitioners also facilitate play by offering varieties of open-ended resources and creating safe but challenging environments for children to explore and use their creativity. 
· Parents are a child’s first educators, when a parent joins in playful activities with a child it leads to promoted emotional security and resilience, forming lifelong learning foundations, (Ginsberg, 2007). An article by the UK government (2022) highlights the deeper benefits of simple activities such as reading to your child. They state that reading with a child has been shown to improve socio- emotional skills Aswell as literacy and numeracy. 

Play and the curriculum.
A play-based curriculum places the child at the heart of learning, using age-appropriate teaching methods to nurture creativity, social development, and foundational academic skills. Play-based learning is widely acknowledged as a fundamental component of Early Years education. According to Yogman et al. (2018), it serves as the primary way young children acquire knowledge and skills. This approach is endorsed by key policy documents, including the EYFS framework (DfE, 2023) and the EYFS Ofsted inspection handbook (2024), both of which highlight play as an example of effective educational practice.
A child-led, play-focused curriculum goes beyond meeting formal requirements—it’s about crafting a vibrant and meaningful learning experience for children. When guided by strong leadership, a clear educational vision, and a philosophy grounded in joyful play and nurturing relationships, such a curriculum supports developmental milestones while inspiring a lasting passion for learning, (Shepherd, 2025).


However, implementing a play-based curriculum presents many challenges. Some of which include: 
· lack of practitioner knowledge of the importance of play for learning and struggle to understand how it allows for learning, or issues with knowing what resources to provide to encourage play and knowing when to step in to aid learning. 
· Lack of resources- play based environments need open-ended materials and recourses but often settings are not provided with enough budget or space. 
· Practitioners lack confidence in facilitating open ended play without giving direct instructions. 
· Assessments- documenting and measuring learning moments through play can be difficult in fluid and spontaneous situations without disturbing play. 
· Lack of parent knowledge- most parents will equate learning with formal teaching methods such as worksheets and tests without understanding the values of play.
All the above listed were highlighted by Birth to 5 Matters (2010) these are just a few of the many challenges that policy makers must consider when implementing play- based curricula. 
 
Further reading: 
Challenging practice to further improve learning, playing and interacting in the Early Years Foundation Stage 
Play-based learning | EEF 
Rethinking Curriculum: Play-based learning and continuous provision toolkit : My College 
Play based learning supported by theorists.
Play based learning has been researched and supported by many theorists who highlighted the benefits of play in children’s development. Here are some key theorists and their theories:(Communication Theory, n.d.)

[image: ]Jean Piaget and his cognitive development theory – Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development outlines four distinct stages through which children’s thinking evolves as they grow (Bailey, 2023). The first, the sensorimotor stage (birth to around 24 months), involves infants actively exploring their surroundings and learning through sensory experiences. Next is the preoperational stage (ages 2–7), where children begin to grasp symbolic thinking—understanding that words or objects can represent something else, such as imagining a cardboard box as a house. The concrete operational stage (ages 7–11) marks the development of logical reasoning and problem-solving, though these skills are limited to tangible, visible objects. Finally, the formal operational stage, which begins in adolescence and continues into adulthood, enables abstract thinking and hypothetical reasoning.
[image: ]Maria Montessori’s philosophy- 	Maria Montessori’s philosophy of play is rooted in the belief that children learn best through self-directed, purposeful activity in a carefully prepared environment. Rather than separating play from learning, Montessori viewed play as a natural expression of a child’s developmental needs—supporting intellectual, emotional, and social growth. Her method emphasises hands-on exploration, freedom of choice, and intrinsic motivation, allowing children to engage deeply with materials that stimulate curiosity and concentration. In Montessori classrooms, play is not random or frivolous; it is structured to foster independence, creativity, and critical thinking through meaningful engagement with the world around them (Ruhl, 2024). (Mobile Ed Productions, 2024)


[image: ]Lev Vygotsky- Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory proposes that children’s cognitive development is shaped primarily through social interaction and cultural influences, rather than through solitary exploration. Central to his approach is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)—the space between what a child can do independently and what they can achieve with support from more knowledgeable others. Educators apply this theory by using techniques such as scaffolding, collaborative learning, and culturally responsive teaching, helping children progress by guiding them through tasks just beyond their current abilities (Early Years TV, 2025). 
(Mgaiwa and Amani, 2023)
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