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Curricula

This assignment will critically analyse, play-based techniques in educational contexts, with an emphasis, on how they are incorporated into frameworks and curriculum guidelines, like the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). The educational benefits of play, in order to promote holistic development, will also be examined, highlighting the concept of the ‘Unique Child.’ This assignment will also critically evaluate, various assessment methods and progress tracking models, and how well they capture personal development and align with child-centred practices.
Additionally, the assignment will consider, policy-related, cultural, and practical aspects that are necessary, for a play-based curriculum to be implemented successfully, in a variety of school settings.
The Te Whāriki curriculum in New Zealand and the Curriculum for Wales, both incorporate play-based learning, which according to Unicef (2018), is a fundamental principle in early childhood education across the globe. Through experiential learning directed by children and emphasising individuality, well-being, and a sense of belonging, both curricula seek to foster holistic development (My ECE, 2025 and Welsh Government, 2024a). However, O’Donnell (2018) and Welsh Government (2024b) argues that despite their praise for adopting modern educational concepts, the variations in their approaches to implementation, practitioner expertise, and evaluation, indicate both problems and improvement possibilities.
Te Whāriki is a diverse, adaptable and sociocultural early childhood curriculum that was first published in 1996 and revised in 2017 (Birth To 5 Matters, 2021 and Ministry of Education, 2024a), and by utilising five strands: belonging, contribution, well-being, exploration and communication, it weaves four principles: relationships, family and community, empowerment, and holistic development. According to Li and Chen (2023), Te Whàriki promotes child-led play, as a vital learning tool that fosters curiosity, creativity, and independence.

A play-based approach is also incorporated into the Curriculum for Wales framework, for the Foundation Stage and early years (ages 3–7) (Audit Wales, 2022). Assisting students in becoming healthy, aspirational, moral individuals, is the foundation of the six 'Areas of Learning and Experience' (AoLEs) (Welsh Government, n.d.) According to Froebel, Piaget, and Vygotsky's developmental theories, play is considered crucial for emotional, social, and cognitive, development (Trevenna, 2025). 
The Welsh Government (2022a) claims that the four key purposes of the Welsh curriculum, are to support students in becoming capable, ambitious, enterprising, creative contributors, moral, knowledgeable citizens, and healthy, self-assured individuals. By encouraging critical thinking, creativity, well-being, and global awareness, these objectives support holistic development and equip students for learning, employment, and everyday life, in a world that is changing rapidly (Welsh Government, 2022a). 
However, whilst both curricula emphasise play, Te Whāriki provides deeper ethical and cultural understanding within Māori traditions, compared to the Welsh curriculum, which promotes a more comprehensive and structural change across all stages, leading to inconsistent implementation and perceptions (Pescott, 2017 and Power et al. 2020). 
Implementing curricula successfully, depends on practitioners' comprehension, and many teachers in Wales, are uncertain of the new curriculum's requirements and design creativity (Evans, 2023). Despite professional learning being a key component of the reform agenda, a recent study revealed a concerning lack of clarity and assurance, especially in areas with limited resources (Furlong, 2020). In contrast, according to Hall et al. (2025), early childhood educators in New Zealand, exhibit a high level of involvement with Te Whāriki, which is supported by reflection and continual professional development (CPD), in addition to practitioners supporting flexible, relevant application and active learning. It is evident from this contrast that effective curriculum reform, requires cultural sensitivity, concise guidance, and adequate training (Watson, (2024). New Zealand's integrated professional learning communities and reflective techniques could be advantageous for Wales (Cardiff University, 2024).


Research from both countries, indicates that relationship-driven pedagogy, adaptable environments, and child-led research, are effective strategies for assisting diverse students (Estyn, 2022). According to Fyffe and Lewis (2024), a recent study also suggests that play-based learning encourages teamwork, innovative thinking, and resilience, all of which are fundamental for continuous development. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Unicef, 2019), all children are entitled to freedom, play, relaxation, and activities of recreation (Article 31), in addition to safeguarding their right to engage in the arts and cultural life, acknowledging that they are essential for their growth and general well-being.
Nonetheless, uneven methods of implementation and evaluation, continue to exist in both curriculums, as Welsh teachers frequently find it challenging, to balance play and what they consider to be academic responsibility, which causes them to revert back to instructional teaching methods (Donaldson, 2015). According to Lipson (2020), conflict between the demands of assessments and holistic education, has also been highlighted by New Zealand educators. 
Finland places a strong focus on outdoor play, limited formal evaluation, and an emphasis on teacher credibility, all of which contribute, to outstanding academic and well-being achievements (Sahlberg, 2021). Whereas Thornton and Brunton (2015), believe that the rapidly developing curriculum of Reggio Emilia, places a strong emphasis on open debate and creativity. 
Wales could benefit from such strategies, particularly in the areas of self-reliance, credibility, and documenting (Hutt, 2020). According to Li (2023), adopting an international curriculum entirely is challenging, as systemic, societal, and cultural environments differ greatly. For example, social justice, high standards for teacher education, and structural coherence, all of which are lacking in Wales, are the foundations of Finland's educational success (OECD, 2019).
There are several obstacles to successfully implementing a curriculum, such as: a lack of professional development and training for teachers (Nevenglosky, 2018), inadequate resources and unfavourable working circumstances (Makuvire and Khosa, 2021), and rigid curricula that do not adapt to the demands of diverse students (Parrish, 2019). Curriculum implementation can also be impeded by political influence and insufficient stakeholder participation (Makuvire and Khosa, 2021). According to Schuelka, 2018), systemic support, adequate resources, and inclusive 

planning is necessary, to combat these challenges and guarantee the effective implementation of a curriculum.
The Te Whàriki and Welsh curriculums are both based on constructivist and social and cultural perspectives, which along with collaborative play and teacher-child scaffolding, are supported by Vygotsky's view that social contact is the foundation of learning (Vygotsky, 1978). The emphasis on community, family, and surroundings in both curriculums, also reflects Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Early Education (2021) suggests that Te Whāriki, is a particularly compelling example of Froebel's play philosophy and appreciation of the child's individuality. By conveying children as active learners rather than passive observers, these theoretical foundations establish the importance of play (Veraksa and Samuelsson, 2022).
However, Stokes (2023) argues that parents frequently view play and learning, as two independent ideas, and they believe that play is widely utilised as a reward for participating in structured academic activities, as opposed to being utilised as a teaching method. Additionally, according to Bipath et al. (2022), children's attention has diverted from creative, active play, to a passive approach, due to media content and digital devices, and limits social interactions with others, innovative thinking, and problem-solving skills, which are all essential components of play-based learning. Therefore, Yahya (2016) claims that it is imperative that educators provide knowledge and data supporting play-based pedagogy, as a successful learning strategy for children, rather than assuming that parents are aware of the connection, between play and learning and the advantages of this approach to education.
To conclude, play-based, holistic learning dependent on sociocultural theory, is a shared objective between the Te Whāriki and Curriculum for Wales frameworks. However, Wales is currently negotiating significant curriculum reform, while New Zealand displays greater consistency and practitioner planning, demonstrating the fact that countries can learn from each other, with regards to the implementation or enhancements of a curriculum. 
A second key aspect to consider, is that play remains a fundamental teaching tool, however, effective play-based learning requires skilled educators, culturally aware evaluation, and encouraging environments. Additionally, even though international 

models provide insightful information, each curriculum must be tailored to the geographical location and designed in collaboration, with the individuals it supports.

The ‘Unique Child’

In order to support and portray each learner's unique academic journey, assessments in play-based learning environments must be in line with guiding principles (Plymouth Government, n.d.). The evaluation methods utilised in the Te Whàriki and Welsh Curriculum, will be critically examined in this assignment, along with their advantages and disadvantages, and how they support or impact the concept of the "Unique Child." This analysis will also consider theoretical foundations, age and stage evaluations, and cultural responsiveness. 
Te Whāriki uses a sociocultural framework, stressing the value of cultural context and holistic development (My ECE, 2025). The vast majority of assessment is formative, documenting children's learning processes and educational experiences, through storytelling techniques such as Learning Stories (Fabian and Edwards, 2023), and these accounts reveal each child's passions, strengths, and stages of development, while capturing the diversity of their play. 
According to MacLachlan (2018), three evaluation methodologies are identified in the Te Whàriki curriculum: "assessment of learning" (summative), "assessment for learning" (formative), and "assessment as learning" (metacognitive). Formative and metacognitive being significantly emphasised, in order to promote continuous learning and reflective thinking (McLachlan, 2018) and is consistent with the concept of fostering freedom and acknowledging each child's individual learning pathway.
However, Salcin-Watts (2019) argues that while children's encounters, interests, and growth are documented in Learning Stories assessments, critics claim that they can be biased and time-consuming. Furthermore, Ken Blaiklock (developer of the concept of learning notes) believes that the learning notes strategy, is more inclusive and less time consuming, than Learning Stories (Hargraves, 2020).



According to the Welsh Government (2024c), assessment is incorporated into the Welsh Curriculum as a method to enhance student growth, especially in the Foundation Phase, and places a strong emphasis on formative assessment, encouraging educators to comprehend and assist each learner's growth, through debates, observations, and diagnostic methods. In conjunction with the play-based learning ethics, the curriculum's design recognises that progress is tailored to suit each pupil (Welsh Government, 2024c).
However, there are concerns with the utilisation of individualised assessments, particularly in numeracy and literacy (Welsh Government, 2022b). According to the Welsh Government (2024c), despite being designed as tools for diagnosis, their utilisation frequently tends to lean toward summative evaluation, which possibly conflicts with play-based learning guidelines. The Welsh Government (2022b) also maintains that practitioners have stated that they require additional guidance, in order to successfully incorporate such assessments into play-based learning settings. Furthermore, according to Estyn (2022), there is a requirement for additional training in clarification, observation, and the integration of play with educational objectives, due to an inconsistent application across various settings.
Rahman (2024) believes that by determining the support required, to broaden children's thought processes, assessments should comply with Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development. Additionally, Cline (2018) suggests that dynamic evaluation, which evaluates potential as opposed to a set skill, could provide a more equal and developmentally suitable framework for both curricula.
The narrative evaluation method utilised by Te Whāriki, respects cultural settings and encourages inclusiveness, while expressing the complex nature of each child's education, and through community and family involvement, assessments are guaranteed to be mindful of cultural differences and representative of children's surroundings (Rameka, 2021). Whereas the Welsh Curriculum promotes tailored learning pathways, by emphasising formative evaluation and acknowledging dynamic progression, and the flexible nature of the curriculum enables educators to modify assessments to meet the needs of a diverse range of students (Welsh Government, 2024c).


According to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), (Grenier, 2025), supporting the 'Unique Child' entails acknowledging that each child is a unique individual, with distinct needs, desires, and abilities, and educators must adjust their methods, to accommodate the fact that children develop differently and at various rates. Through the development of robust, respectful connections, educators foster the potential of each child, enhancing overall well-being, and guaranteeing that all children feel appreciated, valued, and active participants in their individual learning journeys (Grenier, 2025). However, Thomson (2015) points out that adults' perspectives of a child could differ considerably, depending on their expertise, knowledge, and previous experience, therefore, their interpretations of a child's conduct, needs, and growth, are influenced by these elements. Thomson (2015) also maintains that a parent may prioritise their child's mental health primarily, whereas a practitioner might focus on academic achievement, and this unpredictability could reduce assessment accuracy and prevent a holistic picture of the 'Unique Child' from being established.
According to the Ministry of Education (2024b), the Te Whàriki curriculum is based on the concept that each child has distinct backgrounds in culture, passions, and capabilities, and Learning Stories and other assessment techniques are designed, to capture these individual stories, guaranteeing that the 'Unique Child's' identity is acknowledged and cherished. 
The Wales Curriculum framework recognises that students originate from diverse backgrounds and possess varying requirements, therefore, due to the curriculum's adaptability, assessment enables professionals, to support the 'Unique Child's' individual educational journey (Welsh Government, 2024c).
However, Niles (2015) and Pennells (2023) argue that evaluation inconsistencies may arise from the biased nature of the Te Whàriki story assessments, and therefore, in the absence of standardised requirements, it becomes difficult to compare progress in various environments, and therefore, may not be entirely supportive of the ‘Unique Child.’ Furthermore, according to the implementation of tailored assessments within the Welsh Curriculum, this could undermine the core values of play-based learning, by diverting the emphasis towards measurable results if not implemented correctly, and an absence of thorough guidelines, could potentially lead to varied methods of assessment (Welsh Government, 2022b).

According to Bradbury (2019), research suggests that age-related baseline evaluations are opposed by numerous educators, as they do not take into consideration, the developmental disparities between children, and according to critics, age-related baseline assessments, cause unnecessary anxiety for young students and interfere with time allocation for creative or play-based education. In addition, educators have expressed concerns that the data could be unfairly utilised, to predict future class performance, rather than fostering student development (Bradbury, 2019).
The Department for Education (2023) claims that in order to facilitate individualised learning, the Welsh Curriculum advocates for a stage-not-age evaluation methodology, acknowledging that students develop at varying speeds. This method allows each child to progress once they are ready, by valuing progress over a period, rather than set age requirements, which emphasises personal development, promotes empathy, reduces stress, and enhances well-being (Department for Education, 2023). Furthermore, with the introduction of progression phases, the Curriculum for Wales provides a learning continuum that enables customised learning pathways (Welsh Government, 2024a).
Te Whāriki also offers a comprehensive approach, acknowledging that children develop independently and at their own speed, without strict age-related benchmarks (SPCA Education, 2016). However, Rury (2024) argues that America remains in favour of standardised evaluation methods, because of their apparent impartiality, effectiveness, and flexibility, despite continuous objections and frustrations, and such assessments continue to be utilised in America, as a primary assessment tool in educational institutions, due to their established role, despite the claims of numerous researchers that they overlook unique variations in learning.
According to Froebel's evaluation philosophy, formal assessments are less significant than observation, and that each child develops independently and should be evaluated, by respectfully observing children in their natural play and educational settings (Early Education, 2021). Furthermore, Louis (2022) claims that practitioners may acquire knowledge about children's requirements, passions, and developmental stages, by observing students in their surroundings, as this approach values the uniqueness of each child and fosters their overall holistic development. Observation is an essential tool for effective, child-centred education, as it enables educators to 

customise learning opportunities, promote curiosity, and create a nurturing environment (Louis, 2022). However, the Journalism University (2024) argues that observation-based assessments in educational settings, pose a number of drawbacks. Certain conduct may be ignored or misunderstood, as a result of bias among observers, the credibility of results may be diminished by the Hawthorne effect, which may encourage pupils to modify their behaviour, due to their awareness of being observed, and ethical concerns could also arise, especially with relation to privacy and informed consent (Journalism University, 2024).
To conclude, Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales, both provide assessment methods that support the idea of the ‘Unique Child,’ by guaranteeing that each student's individual needs and development, are given top priority. Although they adopt contrasting approaches, with the Curriculum for Wales implementing formal progression steps, while Te Whāriki favouring a more versatile approach, both seek to deliver reliable and fair assessments. The effectiveness of these evaluation techniques, in reflecting each child's individual learning pathway, may improve with further development and support in their application. 
As a final point to consider, although both frameworks deviate from strict age-based standards, they require robust, professional competence and training, due to their utilisation of stage-related assessments, which permits flexibility. Improved assessment criteria, documenting, and ongoing support for educators are crucial, to capture an accurate representation of each child's growth and guarantee reliability and fairness.
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The covert silence of the curriculum: Do we actually encourage the voices of children? Here, Christie Roberts seeks to address the issue that is frequently ignored…
Children's voices matter, and I have always held this belief as an Early Years Practitioner. It is something we are taught and read about in policies, and according to Carter and Grimmer (2025), it is a fundamental component of the EYFS. We decorate our classrooms with children’s drawings, encourage play-based learning, include children in conversations during circle time, and jot down their ideas. However, here is the reality that has bothered me for years: Are children truly heard in our settings, despite our claims to appreciate their voices? Or are we inadvertently, teaching a secret curriculum that values silent obedience over the freedom of speech?


This question has plagued me during morning registration time, the quiet minutes before lunch, and particularly during those scheduled transitions, when we hurried from one activity to another, hardly exchanging eye contact, let alone providing time for a child's contribution. 
In the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), play-based learning is essential, as it promotes children’s overall development, and allows each child to investigate, explore, and connect to the world around them through play (Parker et al. 2022). Play-based learning also lays a strong foundation for academic success, by fostering creativity, problem-solving, and interactions, in addition to encouraging motivation and participation, by allowing educators to monitor and assist each student's unique needs and interests (National Literacy Trust, 2024).
On paper, we support child-centred learning (Karimi, 2024). However, in reality, the adult-led structure of our daily routines, frequently muffles the voices we profess to cherish, ignoring the rights highlighted in ‘A Summary Of The UN Convention On The Rights Of The Child.’
Voice Illusion
Let's be open and honest. What we refer to as "the voice of the child" is often superficial (Urbina-Garcia et al. 2021). We ask pupils to choose which book they would like to read, but they are restricted to choosing, from a pre-selected bookshelf. We sell ice lollies at school for ‘Frozen Fridays,’ but only provide two choices that we have previously selected. We ask children what they did over the weekend, but do we inquire further out of genuine interest? We offer children the independence and flexibility to obtain knowledge through play, yet we still demand specific learning objectives. If resources are limited, how much freedom are we really allowing them?
Children's voices are all too frequently constrained, into formats that are convenient for our planning, evaluations, and wall displays. Providing children with choices, is only one aspect of genuinely valuing their voice. It is about establishing a culture in which their opinions, emotions, and thoughts shape future events—where children's words are influential (Manyukhina and Wyse, 2025).



Listening Versus Listening With Intent
According to The Family Centre (2022) and Newton (2024), we gain knowledge about active listening in training, which includes maintaining eye contact, nodding in comprehension, and crouching at their level. These are significant, but not as significant as listening to a child with intent. Intentional listening means to allow a child's opinions, to influence our choices (Care Learning, 2024). It entails stopping to consider, "Exactly what is this child, trying to express to me?" and being prepared to modify strategies and objectives, depending on the answer. 
There was a four-year-old in my setting, who yelled every day at tidy-up time. For weeks, we assumed this was a developmental stage, separation anxiety, or a lack of emotional maturity. However, one afternoon, after spending a bit more time sitting next to him, I inquired as to why he felt anxious about tidy-up time. His response? "I have to finish building the fence for my Lego house. My dog will escape."
That was a pivotal moment. While ignoring his viewpoint, we had been enforcing adult priorities—tidying up, moving on to the next activity, according to the schedule. The crying ceased after we made a minor change and gave him five minutes' notice so he could "finish building the fence" before cleaning up. His voice had always been there. Simply said, we were not listening from an appropriate perspective, which could result in emotional outbursts, resentment, and reduced creativity and freedom.
Being Heard Is Powerful
According to Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist (Sudarsan et al. 2022), children who feel valued and heard, gain self-assurance and become more courageous in expressing themselves, once they realise that their opinions matter. They start to advocate, negotiate, and problem-solve, not solely through play, but in everyday situations. (Brouillette, 2019 and Pulene, 2024).
Children develop a strong sense of leadership, when given the tools to actively participate in their surroundings, and is a fundamental principle of education (Olsen, 2023). The Thomas B. Fordham Institute (2021) believes that students who feel comfortable taking risks, expressing opposing views, and exploring concepts, are engaged, self-assured, learners.


‘Developing a vision for curriculum design’ claims that by establishing respectful, inclusive settings, fostering learner play and engagement, and encouraging debate, the Welsh curriculum ensures that children's voices are heard, and supports students' ability, to successfully express themselves, take ownership of their education, and develop into self-assured, knowledgeable participants in society (Welsh Government, 2022a). 
However, even though the objective is admirable, there are still real-world obstacles. Educators frequently deal with strict administrative requirements, growing class sizes, and time restraints (Brown et al. 2024), which reduces the opportunity for authentic student voice.
 Active listening requires time for discussion, responsiveness and reflective thinking (Gallo, 2024), which are not always feasible during a busy school day. Even though the curriculum promotes active learning, educators must have institutional support and reasonable workloads, in order to effectively engage with the viewpoints of children. Therefore, in the absence of these, is the aspiration of truly hearing each child's voice, carrying the risk of being ambitious, rather than attainable?
Whose Routines Are They?
Our daily routines’ framework is one of the most problematic obstacles to children’s voice. Indeed, each child relies on consistency, and routines offer stability. However, there is a huge difference, between a framework that silences and one that supports.
Let’s take transitions for example. How frequently are children hurried through playtime or lunch, with no real explanation? I have said to children more times than I would like to admit, “We do not have time at the moment for that,” or “We are doing this first, because this is what we usually do.”
When children are navigated through a school day like segments of a timetable, what message are we conveying? Are we instructing children to follow orders or are we teaching them to think for themselves?
Making changes to routines with students in mind, does not have to result in mayhem. It means adaptability, modifying tasks appropriately, and allowing each child space, to voice their enthusiasm or disapproval, and accepting those emotions, without becoming defensive. The Department for Education (2021) states that 

according to The Children Act 1989, when adults are striving to make child related decisions, children should feel involved and active participants in the process.
A Request For Reflection
This is about raising awareness, not about allocating blame. Our field of work is challenging, time-consuming, and frequently undervalued. It is very easy to slip into convenient habits. However, we must have the courage to challenge our own methods, if we genuinely believe in children’s rights.
Consider this:
· How recently did a child alter your daily schedule?
· Do you allow pupils to say “no?” If so, how do you respond?
· Are you merely listening for compliance, or are you genuinely listening to a child’s answers?
Conclusion: Allowing Genuine Voices To Be Heard
We have the power to establish settings, in which students are not just heard but also appreciated, believed, and taken seriously. Where children’s academic journeys, are shaped by their ideas, and they feel influential rather than compliant.
It all begins with us. We must first make the decision, to listen more effectively, to take our time, and reflect. Because when we listen carefully, children provide concepts that are brave, enlightening, and uniquely their own.
And isn’t that the true purpose of education?
Christie Roberts is an Early Years Practitioner and Advocate for Children’s Rights
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