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Early Years Curricular
In this three-part portfolio, the following topics will be covered: early years curricula, assessment, and a blog about supporting children with additional learning needs. In section one, the importance and challenges of implementing play-based curricula will be discussed. In section two, assessment and the concept of the unique child will be explored. Finally, section three will feature a blog about how the new curriculum for Wales can support children with additional learning needs. 
Part One: Critically analyse the challenges of implementing play-based curricula. 
To begin with, it should be understood what curriculum is. Gov.UK (2024) define the national curriculum as “a set of subjects and standards used by primary and secondary schools, so children learn the same things.” Whereas Raj (2025) explains that curriculum is a structured set of activities and learning experiences that models the process of education in schools by each academic year. Both of these definitions tell us similar things, yet no two curricula are the exact same. Curriculum is important for all children. This is supported by Gov.Uk (2016). They state that it is important because they want to assist in creating an education system that is created for the long-term benefit of pupils. Williams (2025) supports the fact that curriculum “provides a steady learning path in the form of a framework.” These points show us that the curricula aim to do more than just sit children down with a paper and pen but instead wants to meet the needs of each individual child whilst also ensuring that all of the children are taught the same topics. 
Play based curriculum should also be understood as a concept before analysing a curriculum. Cambridge International Education (2025) explain that play based learning is a passage to educating in which children further increase their skills through participating in play. They also tell us that play based learning “stimulates higher levels of thinking and helps children to make significant progress in all areas of development.” Cooper (2023) suggests that a play-based curriculum provides a framework for play-based instruction. Children instinctively want to play, which results in discovery and exploration. We are also told by Cooper (2023) that a play-based curriculum is vital for improving children’s skills, such as their social skills. It also increases their ability to learn and develop. Cooper (2023) highlights the fact that during play-based instruction, children are exposed to learning opportunities that allow them to interact with objects and materials, as well as each other, which benefits them both socially and physically. 
The first play-based curriculum that will be discussed is the new curriculum for Wales. We are told by the Welsh Government (2024) that the curriculum for Wales guidance aims to help each school develop its own curriculum, meaning that no two schools will be doing the exact same work at the exact same time. For example, one reception class could be focussing on mathematics through messy play, whereas another reception class could be focussing on literature through outdoor play. The Welsh Government (2021) states that the curriculum has been designed around four purposes for learners. These four purposes are the “starting point and aspiration for every school’s curriculum design.” Senedd Cymru (2022) note that schools are provided with the freedom to design their own curriculum, which supports what the Welsh Government (2024) tells us. 
We are told by the Welsh Government (2022) that by 2026, all pupils will be learning under the new curriculum for Wales due to the fact that the new curriculum is slowly being introduced. So, by 2026, they aim for curriculum to no longer be organised by key stages. The Welsh Government (2024) explains that assessment arrangements and curriculum are needed to be created and designed by schools as one of the features of the framework. Whilst this allows space for more freedom amongst schools, a downside to this is that perhaps not all members of staff have the time to design their own curriculum as well as completing tasks such as marking and filling out reports. On the other hand, allowing staff to create their own curriculum provides them to teach in the way that they would like to, which makes teaching more enjoyable for them and makes learning more fun for the children.
Welsh Government (2023) suggest that pedagogical approaches should be considered, as according to them, “pedagogy is at the heart of curriculum.” We are told that ‘how’, ‘what’, and ‘why’ should be thought about when designing curriculum as each school should be aiming to develop a forceful vision of teaching and learning. There are twelve pedagogical principles within the new curriculum for Wales. According to the Welsh Government (2025), the curriculum aims to create a system of education that increases educational standards in Wales as well as ensuring public confidence. Based on this evidence, whilst schools are able to create their own curriculum and have freedom over what they teach, practitioners must still ensure that they stick to these frameworks. 
The second play-based curriculum that will be discussed is the foundation phase. Whilst the foundation phase is now being replaced by the new curriculum for Wales, it is still a relevant piece of framework within early years settings due to it not being fully replaced by the new curriculum for Wales until 2026. The Welsh Government (2015)’s document, foundation phase framework, tells us that this curriculum was for all children in Wales from three to seven years old. This curriculum focusses a lot on play-based learning, as it supports the fact that children learn through play. We are told that “first-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live.” To further discuss this, children need to be allowed to explore things for themselves. These first-hand experiences provide them with a sense of independence as they are given opportunities to play in outdoor environments, and this play should be uninterrupted by practitioners to help children learn for themselves. This is due to the fact that the environment of the foundation phase aims to promote independence and discovery, as well as putting a higher emphasis on utilising the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning.
There are many ways both of these curricula can be compared and contrasted. To begin with, the new curriculum for Wales has shown that it allows practitioners to have far more freedom within lesson planning due to the fact that it does not tell them exactly what they have to teach and when. Whereas the foundation phase is structured with tables that explain what children should be able to do by certain ages. The new curriculum for Wales is more lenient towards this as it does not state that children have to reach these milestones by a certain age, practitioners may introduce these challenges if they wish. The Welsh Government (2015)’s evaluation on the foundation phase final report tells us that “practitioners need to be given practical advice about how to implement the literacy and numeracy framework within the foundation phase.” This could raise a potential barrier for practitioners who are implementing the new curriculum for Wales for the first time as there is no step-by-step guidance on what they should be teaching the children; they are not used to having the framework that the foundation phase provided. 
But both curricula also come with their similarities. Clearly, both curricula aim to provide a play-based experience for the children. These curricula are similar in the sense that the foundation phase was considered when creating the new curriculum for Wales, it improved issues that practitioners faced, such as the foundation phase did not target the main areas that children may require additional support with, ALN was not always considered. As well as this, most experiences that children would receive through the foundation phase are structured, meaning that each child would get the same experience, rather than children discovering things for themselves. 
When implementing a play-based curricula, there are barriers that follow. Guohui and Xiujin (2024) state that one of the key barriers when implementing play-based curricula is that there is a lack of knowledge amongst parents and practitioners. This means that parents are not always aware of what goes on within the curriculum, and practitioners may have a lack of understanding of what the curriculum is asking them to provide. This could be due to a lack of funding and staffing within settings; this is more common in deprived areas as there is less money to go towards things like training. Another barrier which was discovered is that practitioners struggle to incorporate a pedagogical approach in classrooms as they are observing children’s play but are concerned about their role regarding when and how they are able to get involved (Pyle et al. 2018). Class sizes could also raise an issue to practitioners when implementing play-based curricula. If there is not enough room in the classroom, practitioners are unable to properly provide the correct play-based learning tools for children as bar health and safety concerns, the classroom cannot be jam packed and cluttered. Practitioners also lack time. Not all practitioners have the time to create a play-based curriculum to the highest standard due to the fact that they have many other responsibilities within the workforce, such as marking, report writing, and teaching a classroom full of children. Many practitioners find themselves using their unpaid free time to complete these tasks as they are not provided with enough time to fulfil them. 
To summarise what has been stated so far, it is clear that play-based curricula, although challenging, needs to be implemented within early years settings. The importance of play-based curricula which has been discussed should be continued to be considered throughout so that practitioners are able to provide the best care for children. The new curriculum for Wales is clearly seen to be beneficial for children and practitioners as evidence has shown. On the other hand, implementation of play-based curricula does raise challenges and barriers also. 
Part two: Considering the concept of the “Unique Child”, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking, or age and stage related development models within play-based curricula.
The term “unique child” is explained by Worcestershire County council (no date) as ‘every child is a unique child who is constantly learning and who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured’. Grenier (2025) explains that the foundation phase includes a responsibility to the ‘unique child’. The aim of this responsibility is partially involved with recognising each child as an individual. Dalton (2018) tells us that it is recognised in early years settings that at different rates, children learn and develop in a variety of ways, as well as this all of their learning needs to be differentiated.
Quoted from The Education Hub (2020), the term “assessment” refers to ‘the ways in which, in our everyday practice, we observe children’s learning, strive to understand it, and then put our understanding to good use’. Koenarso (2023) points out that assessments help practitioners to understand the individual profiles and developmental characteristics of each child in order to plan out how the best care can be provided. Without assessments, children may not get the help and support they need and will fall behind academically. 
It is important to consider the unique child in assessment because no two children are the same. The Department for Education (2024) explain that children will develop at their own unique pace. They also explain that assessing children in the early years allows practitioners to quickly recognise any difficulties a child may have with their learning, which will allow for implementation of the correct support as soon as possible to make sure each child’s needs are met. Without considering the unique child, all children will be given the exact same work, and some may fall behind and will not get their needs met like others will. This will negatively affect their development. 
The first play-based curricula that will be discussed is the foundation phase. Victoria (2024) points out that each child is unique, and they are constantly learning new things. Through positive relationships, children learn to be strong and independent. Children having these positive relationships helps practitioners to assess them with ease. If a child is being assessed by a practitioner who is not familiar with them, the assessment may not show everything that child is capable of. The Welsh Government (2022) explain that practitioners unanimously identified observation as the best means of carrying out assessments. The Welsh Government (2008) point out that one of the main purposes of observation is to identify any difficulties children may be suffering with, as well as to see where children are on their learning. In more depth, one of the observation methods used in the foundation phase includes a planned observation for a specific length of time and over a period of time. One of the ways an observation of this method can be recorded is by note taking in a notebook. All practitioners who work with the child should have access to these notes, as well as being able to share them with the parents of said child. 
The second play-based curricula that will be discussed is the new curriculum for Wales. The new curriculum for Wales also focuses on observation, much like the foundation phase. There is an emphasis on focusing on holistic development in this curriculum, as supported by the Welsh Government (2022). There are three steps practitioners are looking out for when carrying out these observations. They are looking to see if the unique child is progressing through the principles of progression, is the child meeting the expectations that have been set, and also to identify what their next steps are. The Welsh Government (2023) explain that an effective observation will allow practitioners to analyse what they have witnessed within the observation, thus giving them opportunities to respond in methods which can further support children to progress. It is also pointed out that “observation should be the catalyst for planning future learning experiences and environments.” The Welsh Government guidance say that an observational assessment should not be a one-off event, nor should it be the responsibility of one practitioner alone. All of the practitioners working with each individual child should be working in partnership in order to be able to provide the best care they can so that the needs of each individual child are met. 
Whilst both of these assessment methods have their similarities and differences, they also have their strengths and limitations. Both of these methods are a form of observation, but evidence shows that the new curriculum for Wales’s assessment method is a very similar method to the one used by the foundation phase, it just has many adjustments and improvements. The foundation phase is more structured, where practitioners just simply observe children and write notes as well as keeping a tick-list. After that observation takes place, they move onto the next child with the exact same list and so on. This is not an effective method of assessment because the concept of the unique child tells us that each child is different, so what works for one child may not work for another. Observation in the new curriculum for Wales is more open, meaning that there are no official tick-lists in observing. After an observation is carried out on a child, the findings of it will be thoroughly looked at so that the practitioners can come together and discuss what needs to be put in place for the child, for example if they believe they have picked up on characteristics of autism, they are able to get in touch with the family and see what appropriate action should be taken next. 
Both of these styles of assessment arguably support the concept of the unique child. It could be argued that although the foundation phase does support the concept of unique child, its observation method may not fully support this. This is due to the fact that the tick-list method used is the same list given for each child, it is not unique. The observation method through the new curriculum for Wales does support the concept of the unique child as after an observation is carried out, they look back and reflect on the observation, so practitioners are able to plan the next steps to support each child. For both assessment methods, observation can be beneficial to use due to the fact that they are still able to provide information to practitioners about the children in their care. But when practitioners are selecting an assessment method, considering the unique child is vital because it should always be considered that no two children are the same, therefore the care they are provided with should not be the same, but unique to them. 
So, whilst evaluating methods of assessment, is the concept of the unique child considered? In short, yes, it is. Although some methods of assessment may appear to be outdated, both the foundation phase and the new curriculum for Wales do support effective assessment methods whilst considering the unique child. Evidence has shown how important it is to consider the unique child whilst assessing children. By following the correct guidance and staying up-to-date, practitioners are able to  fully support each unique child within their care.
Part three: Does the new curriculum for Wales support children with diverse additional learning needs?
Did you know that the Welsh Government (2024) discovered that in January of 2024, there were 52,152 pupils with ALN in maintained schools, which is less than the 63,089 of children in January 2023? Within these numbers, 18,255 of these children suffered from speech, language, and communication difficulties, whereas only 260 of these children had dyscalculia. Nevertheless, despite this being a big difference, all needs should be considered equally. According to Snap Cymru (2025), additional learning needs refers to disabilities or learning difficulties that make it more challenging for a child to learn in comparison to children in the same age group as them. Whereas the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 suggests that a person has additional learning needs if they have a learning difficulty “which calls for additional learning provision.” Whilst both Snap and the ALN act tell us two different definitions, both still have the same meaning, showing us that ALN is a much wider concept to be considered.  
As it stands, all schools in Wales should have a designated Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinator (ALNco). According to the Welsh Government (2025), the ALNco is a new statutory role within education, this is “as part of the transformation to the new additional learning needs (ALN) system in Wales”. They also support the fact that the role of the ALNco “does not remove the responsibilities of the wider workforce.” This meaning that all staff within the setting have a duty of care, including those with ALN, this is not just left to the ALNco. Conn and Hutt (2020) argue that practitioners had a responsibility for ALN learners prior to curriculum reform. With the new curriculum being put in place, this can give other practitioners within the setting about the reassurance that although they also have a responsibility to the ALN children, there are those who have roles designated to ensure that the needs of each ALN child are being met to their fullest potential. 
So, are schools doing enough to support children with ALN? To an extent, yes, they are. Additional funding of around twenty million pounds for ALN provision in schools was announced by the Welsh Government in May of 2024, which was announced by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2025). There are two sides to this spectrum. Murphy et al. (2024) tells us that most ALNco’s spend a lot of time filling out paperwork, and some of this happens at home in their own time. They are clearly dedicated to caring for the ALN children, but there is not enough being done to support those who are providing the care. This falls under some disadvantages to being an ALNco. On the other hand, practitioners noted some positive things about being in the ALNco role. These included:
· having a more strategic overview of their settings
· practitioners feeling empowered as their voices are being heard
· ALN being prioritised in settings
· New legislation is boosting practitioner’s confidence
What strategies have been put in place to support children with ALN? We are told by the Welsh Government (2020) that in line with article 23 of the United Nations Conventions on the rights of the child, “Children who have any kind of disability should have special care and support so that they can lead full and independent lives.” It is important to understand that no child is discriminated against due to any underlying ALN which is out of their control. Article 28 of the UNCRC (2019) explain that all children have a right to education. Without legislation like this, children would not always be able to access education that will help them to reach their full potential. 
Darcie (2025) suggests that pupils with ALN will frequently come across challenges that will have an impact on their learning. These involve difficulties with writing and reading, as well as processing information. Darcie (2025) lists strategies using digital technology that are able to better support children with ALN. These strategies are:
· Speech-to-Text Tools and Text-to-Speech: this can be used for those who struggle with their writing as well as their reading. 
· Visual organisers: some children with ALN need to be able to see an organised plan in front of them to help them understand a routine.
· Gamified Learning Apps: this is a great resource for children who are unable to sit down and write in a book with pen and paper, educational apps are a great alternative as it may not feel like work to the child which will prompt them to play the apps more frequently. 
· Digital Tools for Communication: for non-verbal children, communication I not always straightforward. Digital tools like soundboards are able to support them in being able to communicate to practitioners what they need and how they can be supported. 
It is safe to say that the new curriculum for Wales does appear to support children with additional learning needs. With the continued work of the ALNco, children with ALN are able to receive additional care and support that may not always be available when in an environment with other higher ability children. Additionally, continuing to enforce digital technology into early years settings will be beneficial to children with ALN as the research has shown that these tools can provide the correct support for children. Fortunately, digital technology is becoming more normalised within childcare environments, which will lead to more children being able to access support through these methods. ALN is something that will not go away, so understanding the information found and practitioners continuing to further develop their knowledge will massively help these children.
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