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Section 1
Critical Analysis: Comparing Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales
Play-based learning is widely recognised as central to effective early childhood education (Ofsted, 2015, Ofsted, 2023). This analysis compares Te Whāriki, New Zealand’s national early childhood curriculum, with the Curriculum for Wales, both of which prioritise holistic development and child-led learning. While both curricula share overarching values, their differences in structure, cultural emphasis, and approaches to implementation significantly influence how educators translate these frameworks into practice and ultimately affect children’s learning experiences and outcomes.
 Te Whāriki is based on a socio-cultural approach that highlights the importance of culture, identity, and community in children’s learning (Westbrook and White, 2020). It is flexible and organised around four main principles and five key areas. The curriculum uses the metaphor of a woven mat to show how learning and development are connected (Alexander, 2021; Birth to 5 Matters, 2017). This approach respects diversity and positions learning as a holistic, emergent process shaped by relationships and context. Critically, Te Whāriki reflects New Zealand’s commitment to the Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi), which underpins the curriculum’s bicultural foundation, a framework that acknowledges the partnership between Māori, the Indigenous people of New Zealand, and the government. This foundation recognises Māori as tangata whenua (people of the land) and mandates the principles of partnership, protection, and participation to ensure that Māori language, culture, and perspectives are actively incorporated and respected throughout the curriculum. (Te Poutahau Curriculum Centre, 2017). This framework helps ensure that Māori language, customs, and perspectives are genuinely included in the curriculum (Williams, Fletcher and Ma2023).
The Curriculum for Wales, by contrast, is framed around four broad purposes and six Areas of Learning and Experience, offering considerable flexibility for local adaptation (Welsh Government, 2022). It is aligned with Welsh language strategies that promote the revitalisation and use of Welsh, recognising language as a key cultural resource and identity marker (Welsh Government, 2023). Furthermore, the curriculum is developed within the wider legislative context of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which emphasizes sustainable development, health, equality, and community cohesion (Welsh Government, 2015). These legislative frameworks provide a strong foundation for embedding well-being and cultural identity in education. However, this breadth and ambition can sometimes lead to ambiguity for practitioners, who may struggle to interpret how these wide-ranging goals translate into everyday teaching and learning. This lack of specificity risks uneven implementation, with potential consequences for equity and consistency across early years settings (Tes, 2024).
Play is central to both curricula, but each approaches and uses play in very different ways, which has important implications for how it is put into practice. In Te Whāriki, play is deeply embedded as a culturally and socially meaningful activity. It is not only a vehicle for cognitive development but also crucial for identity formation and community belonging. The use of narrative assessment methods, such as learning stories, reflects an authentic commitment to valuing children’s voices and lived experiences (Boss, 2024). For example, in practice, early childhood centres in New Zealand often use learning stories to document children’s explorations in culturally significant activities—such as weaving harakeke (flax)—which simultaneously promote motor skills, cultural knowledge, and family engagement (Carr and Lee, 2012). This approach supports educators to personalise learning and embed cultural identity authentically.
However, it is important to critically acknowledge limitations within Te Whāriki itself. While its flexible and open-ended framework is celebrated, this very flexibility can present challenges, particularly for less experienced practitioners who may find it difficult to translate broad principles into concrete pedagogical actions without substantial support (Education Review Office, 2018). Moreover, despite its strong bicultural foundation, critiques have noted that the practical integration of Māori concepts sometimes remains superficial in certain settings, reducing these elements to symbolic gestures rather than embedded practice (Williams, Fletcher and Ma, 2023b). Additionally, the curriculum’s emphasis on relational pedagogy and emergent learning can unintentionally marginalise structured learning goals or academic skills, leading to tensions between child-led and adult-guided learning priorities (Education Review Office, 2019). The reliance on narrative assessment, although innovative, can also pose challenges in ensuring consistency, comparability, and meeting accountability demands in more formal education systems (He Kupu, 2018).
Conversely, while the Curriculum for Wales recognises play as essential, especially in early years, practitioners report variation in how this guidance is understood and enacted (Thomas, 2020). In some Welsh settings, external pressures such as evidence demands and readiness for formal testing have led to a prevalence of adult-led, structured activities. A case study from a Welsh primary school revealed that practitioners felt compelled to prioritise numeracy and literacy outcomes to meet inspection criteria, resulting in reduced opportunities for free play (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). This shift risks marginalising child-led play and may hinder the development of creativity and problem-solving skills, core benefits recognised in both curricula.
Moreover, the differing perspectives of stakeholders influence the emphasis placed on play. Policymakers may prioritise measurable outcomes, thus framing play as a means to an academic end. Educators, particularly those with early years specialism, tend to advocate for play as fundamental to holistic development and socio-emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, parents’ views vary widely; a study in Wales indicated that while many parents value play-based learning, some express concerns about its perceived lack of structure or academic focus, influenced by societal expectations around school preparedness (Welsh Government, 2021 & Crittenden and Gray, 2024). These differing viewpoints create a complex environment in which practitioners must negotiate competing demands, which can dilute the authentic application of play-based pedagogy.
The challenges of implementation and practitioner understanding reveal further complexities. In New Zealand, Te Whāriki’s encouragement of practitioner autonomy is a strength, fostering responsive and contextually relevant pedagogy (Lee et al., 2013). However, disparities arise when practitioners lack sufficient understanding of the curriculum’s bicultural foundation, potentially undermining the intended cultural responsiveness. For instance, research has shown that some educators struggle to integrate Māori concepts meaningfully beyond superficial language use, limiting the curriculum’s transformative potential (Williams, Fletcher and Ma, 2023 & Dev, 2008). This highlights the necessity of sustained professional development and systemic support to ensure fidelity to the curriculum’s ethos.
In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales’ flexibility similarly allows for innovation and contextualisation but can lead to practitioner uncertainty, especially in settings where professional learning opportunities are limited. A survey of Welsh early years practitioners found that many felt underprepared to interpret the broad learning outcomes or to balance autonomy with the need for consistent, high-quality practice (Rhys, 2016). The tension between autonomy and consistency is acute; while autonomy enables adaptation to local needs, too little guidance risks fragmented approaches and inconsistent quality. Additionally, external factors such as inspection frameworks and performance targets may pressure practitioners toward more quantifiable, adult-led activities, reducing space for free play and child agency. These complexities underscore the critical need for comprehensive, ongoing professional development and support networks that empower educators to balance curriculum aims with practical realities (Welsh Government, 2023 & Estyn, 2025).
Cultural identity and inclusion are more explicitly embedded within Te Whāriki than in the Curriculum for Wales. Te Whāriki’s bicultural commitment incorporates Māori language, concepts, and perspectives throughout the curriculum, reflecting New Zealand’s unique socio-political context and promoting equity through meaningful partnerships with whānau. For example, early childhood centres often engage whānau in curriculum design and incorporate tikanga (customs) into daily routines, reinforcing children’s sense of belonging and identity. The Curriculum for Wales similarly promotes Welsh language and the concept of cynefin (sense of place), supported by national language policies aimed at revitalising Welsh and reinforcing Welsh identity (Welsh Government, 2023b). However, it lacks a clear structural commitment to multiculturalism and the integration of minority cultures in curriculum planning. This difference matters because embedding cultural identity centrally supports children’s sense of belonging and wellbeing, which are critical foundations for learning. Wales’s more variable approach risks uneven cultural inclusion and may not fully address the needs of its increasingly diverse population (Welsh Government, 2022).
Wales stands to gain from several key elements of Te Whāriki’s approach. The use of narrative, story-based assessment provides a more holistic and child-centred way of capturing learning than conventional checklist or outcomes-based assessments (Carr and Lee, 2019). Focusing on connection-based pedagogy could enhance the Curriculum for Wales by valuing the role of community and human connection in children’s learning. Furthermore, Wales could benefit from embedding culture and identity more deeply within the curriculum, moving beyond language promotion to a more comprehensive, inclusive framework that reflects its diverse communities. To realistically adopt these learnings, Welsh early years settings might consider implementing targeted professional development focusing on cultural competence, play pedagogy, and reflective assessment practices (Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000). Additionally, clearer curriculum guidance, combined with collaborative networks among practitioners, could help balance the flexibility of the Curriculum for Wales with the consistency needed to ensure high-quality play-based learning experiences (OECD, 2020).
In conclusion, although both Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales share a vision of child-centred, play-based education that nurtures the whole child, their differing emphases and implementation approaches carry significant implications for practice and outcomes. Te Whāriki offers a culturally embedded, well-established framework that balances flexibility with strong relational and cultural foundations, yet its flexibility and reliance on practitioner autonomy can challenge consistent implementation and accountability. The Curriculum for Wales, while ambitious and adaptable, requires ongoing investment in practitioner development, clearer guidance, and engagement with diverse stakeholder perspectives to realise its transformative potential. By learning from international models such as Te Whāriki—with a critical awareness of their limitations—Wales can enhance the quality, inclusivity, and consistency of its early years provision, ensuring that play remains a meaningful, valued, and accessible component of children’s learning.

Section 2

The Unique Child and Methods of Assessment in Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales
    The concept of the unique child lies at the heart of early childhood education, emphasizing that every child develops and learns through individual experiences shaped by their cultural background, social context, and personal history (Siraj-Blatchford, J., and Huggins, V, 2015; Gordon-Smith, 2008; Grenier, 2025 & Department for Education, 2023). Both New Zealand’s Te Whāriki and Wales’s Curriculum for Wales affirm this principle, yet they approach it in distinct ways, particularly through their approaches to assessment and progress tracking. This section critically evaluates how each curriculum’s assessment methods reflect or challenge the concept of the unique child, contrasting Te Whāriki’s narrative, culturally embedded framework with Wales’s structured but evolving model, especially in light of Wales’s recent departure from traditional age and stage based developmental assessments. 
   Historically, Wales relied heavily on normative, age and stage related developmental checklists to monitor children’s progress. These models use predefined milestones linked to typical age ranges to determine whether children are meeting expected cognitive, physical, and social competencies (Welsh Government, n.d.). While such models provide clear benchmarks for educators, they inherently encourage conformity by framing development as a linear path where deviations are often viewed as delays or deficits. For example, a child who struggles to articulate words by a certain age might be labelled as ‘behind’ according to the checklist, without consideration of the child’s bilingual environment or alternative communication styles (Children's Health, 2022; NHS, n.d. & Unicef, n.d.). This reductionist approach risks marginalizing children whose developmental trajectories do not align with normative expectations, particularly those with additional learning needs or from culturally diverse backgrounds. In this way, traditional checklists undermine the unique child concept by enforcing a standardized template of development, which can suppress individual differences and foster deficit perspectives (Sheldrick et al., 2019). In response to these limitations, the Curriculum for Wales has intentionally shifted toward a more holistic, child-centred framework. This new approach recognizes that developmental progress is complex, non-linear, and influenced by multiple interacting factors, encouraging formative and inclusive assessment strategies. Practitioners are granted greater autonomy to adapt learning experiences and assessments to each child’s individual interests and context, thus supporting the unique child by allowing their individuality to shape their learning journey. Progression frameworks still provide guidance on expected achievements, but they avoid rigid benchmarking in favor of focusing on a flexible pathway that highlights gradual growth and learning over time. (Welsh Government, 2020). However, this flexibility also introduces challenges. Some educators express uncertainty due to less prescriptive guidance, leading to inconsistent practices where traditional normative measures are sometimes still used for clarity. This tension between honoring individuality and meeting systemic expectations illustrates the ongoing struggle to balance the unique child concept with accountability demands (Fleer, 2015). A critical tension emerges between the need for measurable, standardized outcomes demanded by education systems and the flexibility required to genuinely honor each child’s uniqueness. Accountability frameworks, such as the Early Years Out comes Framework inspection requirements, and parental expectations frequently privilege easily quantifiable data, pressuring practitioners to prioritize conformity and comparability over nuanced understanding (Welsh Government, 2015). This systemic pressure often forces educators into a dilemma: either comply with rigid metrics that may misrepresent or marginalize individual children or risk criticism and professional insecurity by adopting more holistic, narrative approaches. As a result, many practitioners experience stress, ambiguity, and frustration, feeling their professional autonomy is compromised. Some resort to ‘box-ticking’ exercises or superficial documentation to satisfy accountability demands, undermining the depth and authenticity of assessment practices intended to support the unique child (admin, 2023). This tension highlights a fundamental contradiction in early years policy and practice, where the rhetoric of individuality clashes with institutional imperatives for standardisation—ultimately limiting the potential for truly child-centred assessment. In stark contrast, Te Whāriki embodies a socio-cultural and relational view of children as active, capable learners whose knowledge emerges through meaningful interactions within their families, communities, and cultures. This perspective naturally privileges the uniqueness of each child’s developmental path. Assessment within Te Whāriki is largely narrative and qualitative, relying on learning stories—detailed accounts that document children’s interests, skills, and dispositions in authentic settings. Unlike checklist approaches, learning stories focus on children’s strengths and cultural identities, providing a holistic and inclusive picture of development (Te Poutahu Curriculum Centre, n.d.). For example, a learning story might highlight a child’s leadership during a group project or their inventive use of natural materials in play, uncovering capabilities that would be invisible in normative milestone checklists. This narrative method explicitly supports the unique child concept by empowering children’s voices and valuing diverse expressions of learning and development, which is fully in line with the principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that emphasize children’s rights to participation and respect for their individuality (UNICEF, 2022). Despite its strengths, Te Whāriki’s narrative approach faces significant practical limitations. Producing meaningful learning stories demands highly skilled and reflective practitioners who understand cultural responsiveness and can interpret children’s experiences contextually. Without sufficient professional development and systemic support, this method risks inconsistent implementation or superficial reporting, undermining its potential to truly honor each child’s uniqueness. Moreover, narrative assessments can be challenging to standardize or quantify, posing difficulties in accountability frameworks that prioritise measurable data. Consequently, while learning stories deeply support the unique child in principle, their effectiveness depends on robust practitioner capacity and supportive institutional conditions (Carr, 2001). 
   In summary, normative age- and stage-based assessments tend to undermine the unique child concept by prioritizing conformity to generalised developmental milestones and marginalising those who differ. Conversely, Te Whāriki’s narrative and culturally grounded assessment methods empower individual voices and celebrate diverse learning pathways, aligning closely with the unique child ideal. Nonetheless, both approaches have limitations. Normative models offer clarity and comparability but lack flexibility and cultural sensitivity. Narrative methods provide richness and inclusion but struggle with consistency and systemic feasibility. For assessment to authentically reflect the unique child, frameworks must integrate the strengths of both, offering enough structure for planning and accountability while preserving flexibility and cultural responsiveness, all supported by skilled practitioners. Could Te Whāriki’s approach be fully adopted in Wales? While its holistic, culturally embedded model offers valuable lessons—particularly in promoting child-centred and culturally responsive assessment, practical barriers still remain. Wales faces pressures from inspection regimes, performance targets, and parental expectations that favor measurable outcomes and school readiness. Additionally, Wales’s multicultural population demands a framework that balances recognition of Welsh language and identity with inclusive accommodation of diverse cultures. The bicultural foundation of Te Whāriki, grounded in indigenous treaty principles, may not seamlessly translate to Wales. Furthermore, Welsh educators report limited time and professional development to implement reflective narrative approaches effectively. Without sustained investment and systemic support, efforts to integrate learning stories risk superficiality and inconsistency.
   In conclusion, both Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales value the unique child but face challenges balancing individualised learning with systemic assessment demands. Te Whāriki’s narrative and culturally grounded assessments are highly child-centred but depend on skilled practitioners. While Wales’s shift away from rigid age-based models improves flexibility but lacks consistent clarity and application. For Wales to realise culturally responsive assessment fully, it must address systemic barriers by prioritising professional development and thoughtfully adapting these approaches to its specific cultural context. Without such focused efforts, assessment risks failing to support each child’s holistic growth effectively.


Section 3
The Conveyor Belt of Conformity: Reimagining Education for the 21st Century

If you’ve ever sat in a classroom and wondered why the furniture is laid out in rows, why bells signal movement, or why children are expected to sit still for hours on end, the answer lies in the 19th century—not the 21st.
Our current education system was not designed for today’s world. It was built during the Industrial Revolution—a time when society needed compliant, punctual, obedient workers to power machines, staff factories, and follow instructions without question (Miller, 2025 & History is Now Magazine, 2024). Education became a tool of social engineering: a conveyor belt of conformity, churning out laborers for the empire. The influence of this model lingers in classrooms today, like the dust of the coal mines from which it came.
Sir Ken Robinson, in his ground-breaking “Changing Education Paradigms” speech, argued that we are still educating children for a world that no longer exists. The 9-to-5 rat race, once the norm, is no longer the reality for many. Flexible work, gig economies, hybrid models, entrepreneurship, and digital nomadism are reshaping how adults live and work. Yet in schools, many children are still prepared for the factory floor (Sir Ken Robinson, 2010).
A System Built on Control
In Victorian Britain, workhouses housed the poor, regimented and subdued. Early schooling adopted similar principles (timetabled structure, obedience, and moral discipline) designed to socialise the masses into servitude rather than self-expression. The child’s role was not to question, but to conform.
Today’s classrooms may look different on the surface, but their function too often remains the same. Children are grouped by age rather than interest, achievement measured through standardised testing, and behaviour judged according to compliance. Those who cannot or will not conform (especially neurodivergent children) are too often labelled, excluded, or medicated (Gatto, 1990).
As Robinson warned, we are "educating people out of their creative capacities.” In doing so, we are not just failing individuals—we are failing society. Which leads to an unsettling question: are rising neurodivergent diagnoses a reflection of children’s needs—or of an inflexible system struggling to accommodate difference?
The ADHD Question: Pathologising Non-Conformity?
A growing body of research is now challenging the surge in ADHD diagnoses, especially in countries where educational frameworks emphasise rigid structure and behavioural compliance. In these environments, children who exhibit curiosity, physical energy, or imaginative thinking are often seen not as gifted, but as disruptive (Kazda et al., 2021 & Altable and Moreno, 2025).
Is it that more children are developing ADHD—or that more children are being diagnosed because they don’t fit a narrow behavioural mould?
Hinshaw and Scheffler (2014) argue that educational systems play a powerful role in shaping diagnostic outcomes. When learning environments are designed for uniformity rather than flexibility, neurodiversity is often misunderstood and medicalised. This is not only unjust—it’s a tragedy. We risk medicating away the very qualities (originality, spontaneity, divergent thinking) that drive innovation and cultural progress (Hinshaw and Scheffler, 2014).
This raises an uncomfortable truth: are we genuinely supporting children, or simply managing them into submission?
Divergent Thinking in a Convergent System
Divergent thinking (the ability to generate multiple solutions to a single problem) is a hallmark of creativity and adaptive intelligence (Rastelli, Greco and Finocchiaro, 2020). Robinson noted that young children are naturally gifted at divergent thinking, but this capacity deteriorates as they progress through the system (Sir Ken Robinson, 2010b). Why? Because school rewards the one right answer, not the exploration of possibilities. This narrowing of thought is exacerbated by unrealistic expectations imposed by Estyn, the government, and school governors, who demand extensive evidence of learning and rapid curriculum coverage. Teachers are under immense pressure to demonstrate progress through tick-box exercises and data-driven assessments, often at the expense of meaningful, child-led inquiry (Didau, 2013).
In my experience, with limited time and few resources, teachers are rarely afforded the opportunity to explore topics in depth or adapt lessons to meet the needs of every learner. As a result, teaching is frequently aimed at higher-attaining pupils, while those who need more time or alternative approaches are left behind. Although these children are often offered targeted interventions, these typically occur outside the classroom, meaning they are removed from regular lessons and risk falling further behind in other subjects. This fragmented approach can unintentionally reinforce the very gaps it seeks to close. The system inadvertently widens the educational divide it claims to address, reinforcing cycles of disadvantage and limiting access to truly inclusive education (Hargreaves, Quick and Buchanan, 2023). In such an environment, divergent thinking is not only undervalued—it becomes nearly impossible to cultivate.
The Power of Play: A Transformational Approach
In the past, play was largely devalued or ignored within formal education, viewed as a distraction or indulgence rather than a vital part of learning. It was often squeezed out by rigid, authoritarian schooling models focused on conformity, control, and standardised achievement (ERIC, 2022). This contrasts sharply with today’s understanding of play as an essential and purposeful aspect of holistic education. Embracing a play-based curriculum is not a soft option—it’s a deeply intentional, research-informed choice. It places the child at the centre of their learning, recognising them as capable, curious, and active participants in their own development. Through play, children explore ideas, test theories, take risks, and build relationships—all essential foundations for lifelong learning (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010 & Zosh, Hassinger-Das and Laurie, 2022).
This approach draws from the rich educational traditions of Froebel’s nature-based pedagogy (Friedrich Fröbel, 1907), Vygotsky’s emphasis on social learning (Vygotsky, 1967 & The Voice of Early Childhood, 2025a), and Malaguzzi’s view of the child as competent and full of potential (The Voice of Early Childhood, 2025). It shifts the focus from simply covering content to nurturing the whole child—emotionally, socially, cognitively, and creatively.
The new Curriculum for Wales reinforces this philosophy. It is underpinned by four purposes—developing children as ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. These aims align powerfully with play-based learning, which encourages autonomy, imagination, collaboration, and well-being. It grants schools greater flexibility to create meaningful, developmentally appropriate learning—particularly in the early years, where experiential, hands-on learning has the most profound impact. This play-based approach supports multiple entry points for learning and allows all children—regardless of ability or background—to engage in rich, meaningful experiences at their own pace (Welsh Government, 2022). While this marks important progress, it alone is not enough. To truly transform education, we need a broader shift that goes beyond play to fully embrace flexibility, inclusivity, and systemic change (UNESCO, 2022).
This means redesigning curricula to value diverse ways of learning, providing teachers with the time and resources to personalize learning experiences, dismantling rigid assessment systems, and fostering school cultures that celebrate neurodiversity and creativity in all its forms. Only then can education support every child’s unique potential in a meaningful and lasting way (Robinson, 2006).
In this light, play becomes more than just enjoyable—it becomes essential. It values individuality, supports inclusive practice, and creates space for different learning styles, including those of neurodivergent children. Crucially, it also provides alternative pathways for engaging lower-attaining pupils, who may struggle with traditional, didactic methods. Through play, educators can tap into children’s natural curiosity and find different, more accessible ways to teach key concepts—bridging gaps in understanding and re-engaging learners who may otherwise be left behind (Whitebread et al., 2012). At a time when creativity, collaboration, and adaptability are increasingly recognised as vital life skills, a play-based approach offers a powerful, future-facing model for education.
We stand at a critical crossroads. The question is no longer whether the industrial model of schooling is outdated—it is. The real question is whether we have the courage and imagination to move beyond it.
Education should not be about producing compliant workers. It should be about nurturing curious, compassionate, critical thinkers—individuals equipped not only to navigate a rapidly changing world, but to shape it. Our children are not machines to be calibrated or problems to be managed. They are whole human beings, full of potential, deserving of learning environments that honour their individuality, ignite their creativity, and support their well-being.
The play-based, holistic approaches championed in the new Curriculum for Wales are a promising beginning. But to truly transform our education system, we must go further. We must dismantle outdated structures, reframe success, and place trust in children’s capacity to lead their own learning. We must create schools that value joy, curiosity, difference—and above all, humanity.
Until we do, we’re not educating for the future. We’re just updating the workhouse wallpaper.
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