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Part one
Introduction
Education can be understood as the deliberate process through which societies transmit knowledge, values, and skills to younger generations, fostering both individual development and broader social participation (UNESCO, 2015). The importance of a well conceived early years curriculum cannot be overstated. The first five years of a child's life represent a period of extraordinary neurological development, during which high quality educational experiences can have lifelong impacts on cognitive, social, emotional, and physical outcomes (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Sylva et al, 2004).
 This assignment will critically analyse the challenges of implementing play based curricula, with particular attention to the dimension of culture and inclusivity, specifically whether curricula allow for cultural diversity, how this may be interpreted in practice, and the extent to which practitioners are supported in developing culturally responsive pedagogy. In Part One, two early years curricula will be explored in depth. These will be the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Reggio Emilia Approach, originating in northern Italy. 
 The Curriculum for Wales
The Curriculum for Wales was introduced in 2022 as a statutory framework for all maintained schools and settings across Wales catering to children from three to sixteen years of age, with the Foundation Phase remaining operative for children aged three to seven. Rooted in the recommendations of the Donaldson Review (2015), 'Successful Futures,' the Curriculum for Wales represents a significant pedagogical shift away from the prescriptive, outcome driven frameworks of the previous National Curriculum and towards a more holistic, values driven model that places learner wellbeing at its centre. The framework is organised around four overarching purposes. These are to develop children as ambitious and capable learners, enterprising and creative contributors, ethical and informed citizens, and healthy and confident individuals and is structured around six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs).
Play is explicitly acknowledged within the Curriculum for Wales as a fundamental mode of learning in the early years. The statutory guidance states that 'play is an intrinsically motivated, freely chosen and personally directed activity. It is the primary means through which young children learn and develop' (Welsh Government, 2022). This represents a formal, legal endorsement of play based pedagogy that practitioners in Wales are required to embed within their practice. The curriculum also draws on the well established Foundation Phase philosophy (introduced in 2008), which was itself informed by Scandinavian models such as the Danish and Finnish approaches, emphasising outdoor learning, child led discovery, and a focus on dispositions rather than narrow academic attainment.
With regard to culture and inclusivity, the Curriculum for Wales explicitly foregrounds the Welsh language and culture as central to the educational experience of all learners in Wales. Cymraeg (Welsh) is positioned not merely as a subject but as a living component of Welsh national identity, and its promotion is embedded across all AoLEs. The curriculum also acknowledges the diversity of Wales's population and the necessity of a curriculum that is inclusive of all children's cultural backgrounds. The framework references the Equality Act 2010 and the Well being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 as underpinning legal commitments to equality and diversity (Welsh Government, 2022).
Practitioner guidance on cultural responsiveness within the Curriculum for Wales is, however, somewhat uneven. While the overarching statutory guidance gestures towards the importance of inclusion, specific frameworks for culturally responsive teaching are not comprehensively developed within the main curriculum documentation. Practitioners are expected to draw on supplementary resources, including guidance from Estyn (the education and training inspectorate for Wales), local authority support, and professional learning communities, to develop their culturally responsive practice. This places considerable responsibility on individual practitioners and settings, with variation in the quality and consistency of support available across Wales.
The Reggio Emilia Approach
The Reggio Emilia Approach is not a formal curriculum in the statutory sense but rather a coherent and deeply articulated educational philosophy that originated in the municipal preschools and infant toddler centres of Reggio Emilia, a city in the Emilia Romagna region of northern Italy, in the aftermath of the Second World War. Founded through the community driven vision of Loris Malaguzzi and the parents of Reggio Emilia, the approach was built on a foundational commitment to democracy, citizenship, and the rights of children (Malaguzzi, 1993). It has since become internationally recognised as one of the most innovative and theoretically sophisticated approaches to early childhood education, influencing practitioners, researchers, and policymakers across the world (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012).
At the philosophical core of the Reggio Emilia Approach lies the 'image of the child'. This is a conceptualisation of children as rich, capable, and powerful human beings who are active co constructors of their own knowledge, identity, and culture (Rinaldi, 2006). This stands in deliberate contrast to deficit based or developmental stage models that position children primarily in terms of what they cannot yet do. Children are understood to communicate, explore, and make meaning through what Malaguzzi termed the 'hundred languages of children', a metaphor for the many symbolic, expressive, and communicative modes available to children, including drawing, movement, painting, sculpture, play, and dialogue (Malaguzzi, 1993). Reggio educators deliberately cultivate these diverse languages and resist the tendency of schooling to privilege verbal and written modes of expression above all others.
The Reggio Emilia Approach is deeply committed to cultural embeddedness and community participation (Rinaldi, 2006; Cagliari et al, 2016).  However, it is important to acknowledge that the Reggio Emilia Approach developed within a specific cultural and historical context, that of post war northern Italy and carries with it certain assumptions about childhood, family, and community that may not be universally applicable or unproblematically transferable to different cultural settings. The approach has been critiqued for reflecting a broadly European, white, middle class conceptualisation of childhood and of parental participation that may inadvertently marginalise families from different cultural backgrounds or those facing socioeconomic challenges (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2007; Yelland, 2010). 
Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia Approach
Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia Approach share a foundational commitment to play as the primary mode of young children's learning and development, positioning children as active agents rather than passive recipients of knowledge. Both frameworks draw on socio constructivist theories of learning, recognising the centrality of relationships, social interaction, and context in shaping children's development (Vygotsky, 1978). Nevertheless, significant differences emerge when examining the two frameworks in depth. The Curriculum for Wales is a statutory, nationally mandated framework with defined AoLEs, progression steps, and accountability structures to which all settings in Wales are legally required to adhere. 
The Reggio Emilia Approach, by contrast, is a philosophy rather than a curriculum that has no prescribed content and no mandated outcomes instead placing trust in the professional judgement of educators and the emergent interests of children and communities. Both frameworks attach considerable importance to the learning environment as a pedagogical tool. The Curriculum for Wales, particularly in its Foundation Phase guidance, encourages practitioners to create enabling environments both indoors and outdoors that support child led learning and exploration (Welsh Government, 2022). The Reggio Emilia Approach, in theory, offers a more genuinely pluralist framework for cultural inclusion as the curriculum is co constructed with families and communities and is designed to reflect and honour the cultural identities of the children who attend the setting. The emphasis on the 'hundred languages of children' implicitly validates diverse modes of expression, including those associated with different cultural traditions. 
With regard to practitioner support on cultural responsiveness, both frameworks leave considerable work to the individual practitioner and setting. The Curriculum for Wales provides general statutory commitments to equality and inclusion but lacks detailed, practical guidance on culturally responsive pedagogy. Practitioner support in Wales varies significantly by local authority and setting. The Reggio Emilia Approach provides rich theoretical and reflective resources through documentation, pedagogical meetings, and the mentoring role of the pedagogical coordinator, but this infrastructure requires sustained investment and professional time that many Welsh settings cannot readily access.
One of the most significant structural challenges is class size and the practitioner to child ratio. The Welsh Government's Foundation Phase statutory guidance recommends a ratio of one adult to eight children in the Foundation Phase (ages three to seven), with at least one qualified practitioner per group (Welsh Government, 2015). While this represents a genuine attempt to support quality early years provision, in practice many maintained schools operate with class sizes of between twenty five and thirty children, with only the class teacher and a single teaching assistant. This creates a significant mismatch between the relational, observation intensive pedagogy demanded by play based curricula in which practitioners must attentively observe and respond to the learning of individual children and the realities of busy, often under resourced classrooms (McInnes et al., 2011). The Reggio Emilia Approach, which features small groups, multiple specialist educators, and sustained periods of unhurried pedagogical documentation, is particularly difficult to realise within standard Welsh class configurations.
Funding represents a further critical constraint. The early years sector in Wales, as across the United Kingdom, has experienced sustained real terms funding pressures over the past decade, with the Education Policy Institute (2020) and Save the Children Wales (2021) both documenting concerning gaps in resource allocation for the early years relative to need. Many settings operate with insufficient funding to invest in the high quality, open ended resources, outdoor provision, and environmental design that characterise exemplary play based practice. The Reggio Emilia model, with its specialist studios, and highly trained pedagogical coordinator, requires levels of investment in professional infrastructure that are far beyond the financial means of most Welsh settings (Moss, 2019).
The tension between play based philosophy and assessment accountability is a further significant challenge. Despite the Curriculum for Wales's commitment to holistic, play based learning, practitioners continue to experience pressure from school leadership, governors, and Estyn inspections to demonstrate measurable academic progress, particularly in literacy and numeracy. The Reggio Emilia Approach, which is largely free from external assessment frameworks and standardised outcomes, avoids this tension within its original context, but any adaptation of Reggio principles within a Welsh statutory setting would need to navigate the persistent demands of inspection, data reporting, and target setting.
It is also worth noting that the emphasis on Welsh language and culture within the Curriculum for Wales, while entirely legitimate and important, can create unintended pressures in diverse settings. Practitioners may feel caught between the statutory duty to promote Welsh language learning and the equally important need to affirm and celebrate the home languages and cultures of all children. Research in bilingual and multilingual early years education consistently demonstrates the importance of affirming children's home languages as a foundation for subsequent language learning however, practitioner confidence and training in multilingual pedagogies remains limited in many Welsh settings (Cummins, 2000; García & Wei, 2014).
 Conclusion
In summary, while both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia Approach offer rich philosophical resources for culturally inclusive, play based early years education, their implementation in Welsh settings is mediated by a complex web of structural, professional, and cultural challenges. Time pressures, funding constraints, staffing limitations, class sizes, assessment accountability, and uneven access to professional development all present significant barriers to the realisation of these approaches in their fullest form.
Returning to the assignment question, it is clear that the challenges of implementing play based curricula are substantial and multifaceted. They are not merely pedagogical challenges but deeply structural, political, and cultural challenges that require adequate funding, reduced class sizes, sustained professional learning, and genuine commitment to the values of inclusion at every level of the educational system. Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia Approach offer important and inspiring visions of what early years education can be.
 

















Part two
Introduction
What is Meant by the 'Unique Child'?
The concept of the 'Unique Child' recognises that every child is an individual, shaped by a complex interplay of genetics, family background, culture, language, lived experience, and identity. No two children develop in exactly the same way or at precisely the same pace. This principle challenges deficit based thinking. This is the idea that children who do not meet standardised milestones are somehow failing. Originally articulated within the English Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, the Unique Child has since permeated broader early childhood discourse across the United Kingdom and Wales, influencing how practitioners think about learning, care, and, critically, assessment.
Assessment in the early years
In early childhood education, assessment refers to the ongoing process of observing, documenting, and interpreting children's learning and development. It encompasses a wide range of practices, from informal daily observations to structured developmental checklists, narrative accounts, and portfolio based approaches. Assessment in the early years informs planning, supports individualised learning, and helps practitioners understand and respond to each child's needs and interests. Assessment also serves communicative purposes, enabling dialogue between practitioners, families, and children themselves.
If assessment fails to account for the uniqueness of each child, it risks producing a reductive picture of who that child is and what they can do. Standardised developmental norms, for example, are often derived from research conducted with particular demographic groups, meaning that children from multilingual families, or non-dominant social groups may be assessed against benchmarks that do not reflect their experiences or capabilities. 

The Curriculum for Wales
In Wales, the principle of the Unique Child is embedded within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and is particularly evident within the Framework for Children's Learning for 3 to 7 year olds in Wales, as well as the broader early years provision underpinned by the Foundation Phase ethos. The Curriculum for Wales champions a holistic, child centred pedagogy that values children's identities, including their cultural and linguistic heritage. This is especially significant in a Welsh context, where bilingualism and the Welsh language itself are positioned not as supplementary features but as central to children's learning and identity. The curriculum explicitly affirms that children bring funds of knowledge from home and community, and practitioners are encouraged to build on these rather than replace them.
Theoretically, the Unique Child aligns closely with Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory, which frames child development as embedded within multiple, interacting layers of environment from the immediate family to broader cultural and societal structures. This perspective recognises that culture, language, and community are not peripheral to a child's development but constitutive of it. 
First Assessment Method
Te Whāriki (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2017) is a bicultural early childhood curriculum developed in Aotearoa New Zealand that has attracted international attention for its innovative, equity driven approach. At its heart is the assessment methodology known as Learning Stories, developed by Margaret Carr (2001). Learning Stories are narrative accounts, typically written by practitioners and sometimes children or families, that capture a significant moment of learning within the child's play and interaction. They are written in a warm, personal tone directly to the child such as "I noticed you…" and interpret what the child was doing in terms of dispositions for learning, such as curiosity, perseverance, and social connection, rather than checklist based developmental milestones.
Second Assessment Method
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in England employs a more structured approach to assessment, centred on the Development Matters guidance (DfE, 2021) and the statutory Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP). This approach tracks children's progress against age related bands across seven areas of learning and development, using practitioner observation to place children within broad developmental ranges. Settings often record these assessments through online digital platforms such as Tapestry or Evidence Me, creating electronic portfolios of observations linked to specific developmental statements. At the end of the Reception year, every child receives an EYFSP assessment judging whether they have achieved a Good Level of Development (GLD) .
While the EYFS does make reference to the Unique Child as one of its four overarching principles, the use of age related bands and the GLD measure inevitably positions children against an expected standard, specifically children whose development reflects different cultural patterns such as varied home literacy practices, or bilingual language development . These children may score lower not because of any developmental concern but because the framework does not adequately account for their experience.
Critical Analysis of These Assessment Methods
Comparing Learning Stories with the EYFS milestone based approach reveals profound differences in philosophy, practice, and equity outcomes, particularly in relation to culture and diversity.
Learning Stories represent what Carr and Lee (2012) describe as a 'credit model' of assessment. A child who demonstrates deep engagement in imaginative play drawing on their family's cultural heritage, or who shows sophisticated turn taking shaped by community norms, is visible within a Learning Story framework in ways that a milestone checklist might obscure. Furthermore, because families are positioned as co assessors and not merely recipients of reports, the cultural knowledge they hold is integrated into the assessment process. This is especially powerful for families from non dominant cultural groups, whose understanding of their child's competence has historically been marginalised in professional assessment contexts.
However, Learning Stories are not without critique. Their narrative, qualitative nature means they are highly dependent on the skills, cultural competence, and unconscious biases of the practitioner writing them. A practitioner who does not share a child's cultural background may misinterpret or overlook significant learning moments. There are also concerns about consistency and comparability which can create tension with policy demands for measurable outcomes (Blaiklock, 2008). 
The EYFS milestone approach, by contrast, offers consistency and clarity, making it easier for settings to identify children who may need additional support and to communicate with external agencies. For practitioners with limited training or confidence, structured developmental guidance provides scaffolding. Nevertheless, its cultural limitations are significant. Research has consistently demonstrated that children from Black, Asian, and minoritised ethnic backgrounds, children with English as an Additional Language (EAL), and children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are statistically less likely to achieve the Good Level of Development (Ofsted, 2022; Strand, 2014). 
Conclusion
The key insight linking these discussions is that truly inclusive assessment must be built on reciprocal relationships, cultural humility, and the recognition that developmental knowledge is itself culturally situated. Learning Stories, rooted in a credit model and bicultural partnership, offer a compelling approach to assessment that genuinely supports the Unique Child by foregrounding individual strengths and family knowledge. The EYFS milestone model, while providing useful structure and consistency, carries significant risks of cultural bias that undermine its own stated commitment to the Unique Child, particularly for children from diverse backgrounds. Only when assessment begins from a genuine belief in each child's competence, and actively makes space for diverse ways of knowing and being, can it truly serve the Unique Child.








Part three


Are our curricula failing children before they even begin?

Why over reliance on extracurricular activities is widening the gap for intersectional children and what early years settings must do differently. 

Think back to your own childhood. Did you go to Brownies, Scouts, or after school clubs? Did you join a drama group, a sports team, or a cookery class? Now ask yourself, did every child you know get to do those things too?
            [image: ]        [image: ]                                     
                    (Williams, 2023)                   (Scouts, no date)

The honest answer, for most of us, is no. And yet, as early years practitioners, curriculum designers, and policymakers, we continue to build learning frameworks that quietly depend on exactly these kinds of experiences to fill the gaps.
This piece is a call to examine that dependency honestly and to ask whether our curricula are, in part, failing the children who need them most.
 What Do We Mean by Intersectionality?
The term intersectionality was coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) to describe how different aspects of a person's identity such as race, gender, disability, socioeconomic status or religion overlap and interact, creating unique experiences of advantage or disadvantage. 
                                   [image: ]   
                                                       (Steinmetz, 2020)
In early years settings, an intersectional child might be a young girl from a low income family who is also a child of colour, or a child with a disability whose family has recently sought asylum. These children do not experience barriers in isolation, they experience them in combination, and those combinations matter enormously when it comes to access and opportunity.
 
The Problem with Filling in the Gaps                                           [image: ]
(Stock image, no date)
Play based curricula have transformed early years education, and rightly so. The evidence is clear. Child led, playful learning supports cognitive development, emotional regulation, creativity, and social skills (Whitebread, 2012; Zosh et al, 2017). When implemented thoughtfully, play based approaches can be deeply equitable.
But there is a pattern that has grown quietly alongside curriculum reform. This is the assumption that certain vital skills and experiences will be picked up outside of formal settings. Children's social development, leadership, teamwork, resilience, cultural knowledge, and community belonging are increasingly positioned as the domain of:
· Uniformed groups such as Scouts, Brownies, Cubs, and Guides
· After school and weekend clubs (sports, arts, drama, music)
· Religious or community organisations
· Holiday programmes and enrichment camps
· Private tuition and supplementary classes
 
There is nothing wrong with these activities in themselves. Many are wonderful. But when a curriculum begins to rely on them as the place where key developmental experiences happen, we must ask, who gets access to them?
 
                               [image: ]
                                                   (Clipartmax.com, 2017)

1 in 3 in the UK live in poverty, significantly limiting access to paid extracurricular activities (Child Poverty Action Group, 2023).
 
For intersectional children, access is not simply a matter of cost. It is shaped by geography, culture, language, disability, working patterns of caregivers, transport availability, cultural representation within organisations, and feelings of safety and belonging. A child may live in a rural area with no local group. A family may work irregular hours and be unable to commit to weekly sessions. A child with a disability may find that groups are not equipped to include them. A family from a minority ethnic background may not see themselves reflected in the activities on offer.
 
Skills That Belong in the Curriculum
Let us name the skills we are talking about because they are not trivial extras, they are foundational:
Essential Skills Being Outsourced to Extracurricular Activities
•	Working collaboratively toward a shared goal
•	Leadership, decision making, and taking responsibility
•	Managing conflict and navigating disagreement
•	Building confidence to speak, perform, or lead in a group
•	Exploring identity, belonging, and cultural heritage
•	Physical skills, coordination, and active health habits
•	Creative expression through art, music, and storytelling
•	Community responsibility and civic participation
 
These are not enrichment activities. They are the very capacities that schools, employers, and society expect young people to possess. When the curriculum frames play based learning as preparing children for these experiences rather than providing them it creates a dependency that not every family can meet.
The Effective Pre School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) project (Sylva et al, 2004) found consistently that quality of early experience predicted outcomes across the life course. The question is, are we treating quality as something that happens within our settings, or something we expect families to source elsewhere?
 Who Is Being Left Behind?
When we map extracurricular access against intersectional identity, the picture becomes uncomfortable. Research by the Sutton Trust (2019) found that participation in extracurricular activities is strongly correlated with family income, with children from higher income households nearly twice as likely to attend sports clubs, arts groups, and skill based programmes.
                                                   [image: ]
                                                 (stock image, no date)
But income is only one dimension. Consider:
•	Children from racially minoritised backgrounds may encounter organisations that are culturally homogenous and unwelcoming.
•	Children with additional learning needs frequently face groups that are not equipped to include them meaningfully.
•	Children in the care system or from non traditional family structures may not have caregivers with capacity or flexibility to facilitate participation.
•	Children from families with insecure immigration status may feel unsafe accessing community spaces.
•	Children in rural or deprived urban areas may simply have no local provision at all.
 
What Does This Mean for Play Based Curriculum Design?
If we are serious about play based learning as a vehicle for equity, we must ensure that the curriculum itself provides the breadth of experience that extracurricular activities currently offer. That means rethinking curriculum design from the ground up.
Here are practical starting points for settings and policymakers:
1. identify the gaps honestly
Analyse what skills and experiences your curriculum currently provides and which ones are assumed to come from elsewhere. Be explicit about the gaps. Then fill them.
2. Design for breadth within the setting
Embed leadership opportunities, collaborative projects and community connection into everyday curriculum provision. Do not save these for after school.
3. Centre intersectional voices in curriculum review
Involve families with intersecting identities and marginalised experiences in the process of reviewing and designing curriculum. 
4. Reflect on the language of 'enrichment'
When we call something 'enrichment,' we signal it is optional and additional. If it is foundational to development, it belongs in the core offer not in a brochure for parents who can afford it.
5. Advocate at policy level
As practitioners, we are well placed to identify these structural inequities and name them clearly to senior leaders, local authorities, and government. Curriculum change requires policy change. Use your professional voice.

                                           [image: ]
                                                       (Stock image, no date)
A Final Thought
The beauty of play based learning is its potential for radical inclusion. But it will only be realised if we stop treating the curriculum as a container for the basics and extracurricular activities as where the real learning happens. For intersectional children, that arrangement is not a minor inconvenience. It is a structural disadvantage that compounds across a lifetime.
We owe every child access to the full breadth of human experience that early education can offer. Not just those with the right postcode, the right income, or the right family structure.
They should not have to earn it at Brownies.
                                                 SO TAKE ACTION...
We'd love to hear how your setting is embedding breadth and equity within curriculum not beyond it.
•	Share your practice with us 
•	Audit your curriculum: what skills require a family to 'opt in' to access?
•	Start a staff conversation: which children in our setting can't access extracurricular provision?
•	Write to your local authority or MP about curriculum equity for intersectional children.
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