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1.Compare and contrast two different play-based approaches, you should include a critical analysis of the curricula guidance. 
Introduction
This essay provides a critical comparative analysis of play-based pedagogical approaches as employed in the Curriculum for Wales 2022 and New Zealand’s Te Whāriki curriculum. By evaluating their policy backgrounds, implementation strategies, and theoretical underpinnings, this analysis reveals how both frameworks use play to cultivate inclusive, culturally responsive, and child-centred learning environments (Welsh Government, 2020a).
According to Wood, (2013); UN Committee on Rights of the Child, (2013) Play-based learning is a cornerstone of early childhood education, fostering holistic development, creativity, and the foundational skills necessary for lifelong learning. 
Welsh Government, (2020b) points out that’s The Curriculum for Wales 2022 was developed following the Donaldson Review (2015a), which proposed radical changes to the traditional curriculum structure. The review emphasized the need for a child-centered, skills-based approach that values well-being, creativity, and adaptability over rote content knowledge. The resulting curriculum, applicable from ages 3 to 16, is structured around six Areas of Learning and Experience and seeks to create ambitious, capable learners; healthy, confident individuals; enterprising, creative contributors; and ethical, informed citizens. A developmental approach is central in the early years, focusing on five developmental pathways—belonging, communication, exploration, physical development, and well-being—which recognize the critical role of play in cognitive and social growth.
In contrast, New Zealand’s Te Whāriki was first introduced in 1996 and revised in 2017 to reflect a commitment to biculturalism and inclusion. Rooted in Te Tiriti o Waitangi, the Treaty of Waitangi, it affirms the importance of Māori perspectives, language, and identity in shaping early learning experiences. The curriculum is structured around four guiding principles empowerment, holistic development, family and community, and relationships and five interwoven strands such as well-being, belonging, contribution, communication, and exploration (Ministry of Education, 2017b). These principles emphasize a vision of the child as a competent, confident learner and communicator, actively engaged in the world.
However, Welsh Government, (2022a) mention The Curriculum for Wales outlines that effective learning in early childhood is underpinned by three key enablers: enabling adults, engaging experiences, and effective environments. These enablers support the use of structured and spontaneous play to develop communication skills, creativity, and resilience. The Welsh Government’s early years guidance encourages practitioners to act as observers and facilitator, scaffolding children’s learning within rich, stimulating environments that provoke curiosity and collaboration. Play is not seen as separate from learning but as integral to it, aligned with the curriculum’s twelve pedagogical principles which include a focus on experiential, meaningful, and active engagement.
Furthermore, Ministry of Education, (2017c) say Te Whāriki places play at the heart of early childhood learning but does so through a more culturally embedded and open-ended lens. In Māori epistemology, play is deeply relational, often narrative-based, and rooted in collective experiences. The metaphor of the "woven mat" reflects the interconnectedness of knowledge, relationships, and identity. Educators in New Zealand are expected to build curriculum around children’s interests, working in partnership with whānau (families) and communities. The physical and social environment is treated as a co-constructor of knowledge, often referred to as the “third teacher,” facilitating open-ended exploration and discovery.
Both Curriculum for Wales and Te Whariki curriculum are informed by constructivist and sociocultural theories of learning. With the Curriculum for Wales draws heavily on the work of Vygotsky (1978), particularly the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which emphasizes the role of adult support in helping children reach their full potential through play and dialogue. Practitioners are encouraged to engage in sustained shared thinking, providing timely intervention without dominating the child’s experience. Likewise, Piaget’s theory of cognitive development underpins the emphasis on active, hands-on learning and developmental progression within the Welsh framework.
However, Te Whāriki’s theoretical foundation includes Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which highlights the interdependence between a child and their immediate and extended environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The curriculum acknowledges that children's learning is shaped not only by teachers and peers but by family, cultural practices, and wider societal influences. Additionally, the work of Carr and Lee (2012a) on learning dispositions and narrative assessment informs the approach to documentation and planning. Te Whāriki encourages the use of “learning stories” to capture the complexity of children's learning journeys and to reflect their interests, strengths, and identities.
According to Donaldson, (2015) a key distinction between the two curricula lies in their approach to structure and flexibility. The Curriculum for Wales provides a national framework with clear developmental expectations and guidance on progression. This structure helps ensure consistency across settings, offering educators tools to monitor and support individual growth. However, some might argue that even with its flexibility, the framework may inadvertently encourage formalization of learning too early, particularly as children approach Key Stage 1, where assessment pressures can dominate pedagogical decisions.
Ritchie, (2013a) claims that Te Whāriki, adopts a principle-based and non-prescriptive approach, allowing greater autonomy at the setting level. This flexibility is valued by practitioners, particularly in culturally diverse communities where one-size-fits-all models are inadequate. Yet, it also poses challenges. Without clear developmental benchmarks, some practitioners may struggle with planning or identifying gaps in learning. Professional development and reflective practice are therefore essential to ensure the curriculum is enacted effectively and equitably across different contexts.
Furthermore, Welsh Government, (2022b) says that in practice, both curricula emphasize the importance of creating environments that promote meaningful, play-based engagement. In a Welsh nursery, for instance, children may be encouraged to construct a pretend garden using loose parts, learning about plant life cycles while developing fine motor skills and cooperation. Such activities align with the curriculum’s AoLEs and developmental pathways, and observations are used to track and support progression. In a New Zealand early childhood centre, children may participate in role-playing stories from Māori mythology. Through these cultural narratives, they explore identity, language, and emotion, in ways that reflect the holistic and relational foundations of Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017d).
Boyd, (2022) points out that despite these strengths, both Curriculum for Wales and Te Whariki face implementation challenges. In Wales, the tension between play-based learning and accountability pressures can lead to contradictions in practice. Practitioners may feel obligated to collect extensive evidence of progress, which can disrupt the flow of play and detract from child-led exploration. Research suggests that supporting teachers through professional learning communities can help reconcile these pressures with pedagogical integrity.
However, Chan & Ritchie, (2016a) suggests Te Whāriki also contends with disparities in how its principles are interpreted across settings. While some educators fully embrace its values of partnership and cultural responsiveness, others may lack the training or confidence to embed bicultural practices meaningfully. In urban areas, increasing ethnic diversity adds layers of complexity to curriculum design, necessitating a nuanced understanding of intercultural pedagogy. Resources, time, and support from policy bodies are essential to ensure equity in implementation.
Cultural inclusion is central to both curricula, though with differing emphasis. Te Whāriki is explicitly bicultural, embedding Māori language and values within its strands and principles. This commitment is not merely symbolic but is supported by specific pedagogical practices and community engagement strategies. It affirms indigenous rights and ensures that Māori children see themselves, their histories, and their values reflected in their education (Ministry of Education, 2017e). The Curriculum for Wales, while also committed to cultural inclusion, primarily focuses on Welsh identity and bilingualism. Though it emphasizes the importance of learner voice and context-based learning, critics argue that more robust attention is needed to engage minority and migrant cultures meaningfully within the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022c).
Forseeing, there is much that policymakers and practitioners in each country can learn from the other. Wales could benefit from adopting aspects of Te Whāriki’s narrative documentation to strengthen the voice of the child and create more personalized learning records (Carr and Lee, 2012c; Ministry of Education, 2017f). At the same time, New Zealand might consider incorporating clearer developmental indicators to support practitioners in tracking progression without compromising the curriculum’s flexible and inclusive ethos (Donaldson, 2015b; Welsh Government, 2020a). Both countries must invest in ongoing professional learning, research-informed practice, and community collaboration to maintain the integrity of play-based education (Ritchie, 2013b).
In conclusion, the Curriculum for Wales 2022 and New Zealand’s Te Whāriki both affirm the centrality of play in early learning, yet they express this commitment through different cultural, pedagogical, and theoretical lenses. The Curriculum for Wales offers a structured, yet flexible framework designed to guide children through a continuum of learning, emphasizing progression and coherence across phases. Te Whāriki, in contrast, offers a culturally grounded, principle-driven approach that places relationships, identity, and narrative at the core of the learning experience. Each model has distinct strengths and limitations, but both demonstrate that play, when respected as a legitimate and complex form of learning, can nurture children’s intellectual, emotional, and social potential in profound ways.





2. Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking or age and stage related development models within play-based curricula. 
DCSF (2008F:9, quoted in Canning, 2011, p 3) says
‘A unique child recognises that every child is a competent learner form birth who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured. The commitments are focused around development, inclusion, safety and health and wellbeing.
This essay critically examines how assessment methods, progress tracking, and age and stage-related developmental models operate within play-based curricula such as Te Whāriki to uphold or challenge the ideal of the ‘Unique Child’.
Let us begin by considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ is a foundational principle in early childhood education (ECE), emphasizing that each child is an individual with their own strengths, interests, cultural background, and developmental pathway. Recognizing the uniqueness of every child demands educational approaches that are responsive, inclusive, and culturally sustaining. New Zealand’s national early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki, embodies this ethos, positioning the child as a competent learner who develops holistically within their cultural and social contexts. Play-based curricula like Te Whāriki affirm that learning emerges through interactions with people, places, and ideas, thereby respecting each child’s agency and individuality. Ministry of Education, (2017g)
Additionally Te Whāriki’s emphasis on the ‘Unique Child’ draws heavily on socio-cultural and ecological perspectives of development, particularly Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which situates children’s growth within overlapping environmental systems, including family, community, and wider society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Furthermore, the curriculum reflects Vygotsky’s notion that learning is mediated through social interaction and cultural tools (Vygotsky, 1978). The 2017 revision of Te Whāriki places greater emphasis on biculturalism, integrating Māori concepts through Te Ara Māori—a framework that reflects te ao Māori (the Māori world), language, values, and identity, thus fostering a culturally sustaining curriculum that acknowledges the rights of Māori children as guaranteed under the Treaty of Waitangi (MoE, 2017). By foregrounding cultural identity alongside holistic development, Te Whāriki ensures that the ‘Unique Child’ is understood not only as an individual but as a cultural being embedded in whānau and community networks (Ritchie and Soutar, 2022). This shift underlines the curriculum’s commitment to honoring diversity and promoting equitable learning opportunities.
However, assessment within play-based curricula like Te Whāriki tends to prioritize formative, qualitative approaches that document children’s learning as it unfolds in authentic contexts. Learning Stories, developed by Margaret Carr (2001), exemplify such narrative-based assessment strategies. These stories capture significant moments in children’s learning, offering rich descriptions that highlight children’s interests, dispositions, and competencies (Carr and Lee, 2019). Importantly, Learning Stories are co-constructed with children and families, fostering participatory assessment that respects the child’s voice and cultural background. This aligns with the principles of Te Whāriki, which advocate for empowering children and whānau as partners in the learning journey (MoE, 2017). Research shows that Learning Stories support culturally responsive assessment by allowing educators to document learning in ways that resonate with diverse cultural values and communication styles (Rameka, 2011). Furthermore, this method of assessment nurtures a strength-based perspective that highlights children’s capabilities rather than deficits, promoting positive self-identity and motivation to learn (Carr and Lee, 2019).
However, while Learning Stories are lauded for their depth and flexibility, some practioners raise concerns regarding their reliability and consistency. Blaiklock (2010) argues that the subjective nature of narrative assessment can lead to variability in interpretation and documentation, making it difficult to compare learning outcomes across settings. Additionally, the time demands of composing rich, reflective Learning Stories can disadvantage practitioners working in high-ratio or under-resourced centres, potentially leading to uneven documentation practices (Mitchell, 2021). The Education Review Office (ERO, 2023) highlights that although narrative assessment captures the ‘Unique Child’ effectively, it sometimes lacks clarity on children’s developmental progression or on identifying children who might require additional support. Consequently, while Learning Stories support individuality, they may fall short in systematically tracking learning path. To mitigate this, some early childhood settings integrate digital portfolios alongside Learning Stories, allowing for more systematic tracking and easier sharing of information with families, thereby enhancing communication and supporting more consistent pedagogical decision-making (McLachlan et al., 2022).
To enhance the effectiveness of narrative assessment, the Ministry of Education (MoE) developed Kei Tua o te Pae—a resource offering exemplars and guidance for assessment aligned with Te Whāriki principles (MoE, 2004). This tool encourages intentional teaching and reflective practice, prompting educators to consider cultural responsiveness and holistic development. Nonetheless, Kei Tua o te Pae predates the 2017 curriculum update and may not fully integrate the strengthened focus on bicultural frameworks such as Te Ara Māori (MoE, 2023). The evolution of these resources highlights ongoing challenges in balancing narrative richness with structured assessment to support both cultural uniqueness and educational equity. Additionally, professional development is essential to equip practitioners with the skills needed to interpret and utilize such assessment data effectively within the framework of culturally responsive pedagogy (Podmore and Wendt Samu, 2020).
For example, progress tracking within Te Whāriki reflects its philosophical stance against rigid developmental norms. Rather than fixed benchmarks, the curriculum encourages recognition of multiple learning pathways that honour the child’s cultural, familial, and community contexts. This approach is grounded in a socio-cultural understanding that development is dynamic and non-linear, shaped by diverse influences beyond chronological age (MoE, 2017). Such flexibility enables practitioners to celebrate individual growth and avoid deficit-based comparisons that may marginalize children from minority cultures or with diverse learning profiles (Podmore and Wendt Samu, 2020). Moreover, this individualized approach aligns with international frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), which supports the right of every child to an education that respects their identity and potential.
However, this strengths-based approach to progress tracking is not without challenges. Without normative data or standardised developmental milestones, early identification of delays or special educational needs may be hampered (McLachlan et al., 2022). Practitioners may rely heavily on intuition and unreliable evidence, which can risk overlooking subtle developmental concerns. To address this, some settings incorporate tools like the Early Learning Developmental Profile (ELDP) or Te Whatu Pōkeka, a kaupapa Māori assessment framework that aligns with Te Whāriki yet offers structured developmental indicators sensitive to Māori cultural contexts (MoE, 2009). These tools exemplify how culturally grounded, yet systematic approaches can complement play-based curricula to support equitable progress tracking and timely intervention. Importantly, collaboration with whānau and iwi in assessment practices ensures that the tracking of progress respects cultural protocols and enhances the relevance of observations and interventions (Rameka, 2011). Such inclusive engagement fosters trust and strengthens the educational partnership, which is critical for supporting the holistic development of each child.
Rogoff, (2003) suggests that traditional age and stage developmental models have historically informed ECE practice but have been critiqued for their universalist assumptions and cultural bias. Models developed by Piaget or Erikson categorize development into fixed stages based largely on Western norms, potentially misrepresenting children from diverse cultural backgrounds. However, MoE, (2017) mention that Te Whāriki consciously moves away from rigid age-stage expectations, emphasizing instead the recognition of multiple pathways and the cultural situatedness of development. Fleer (2021) says this perspective aligns with contemporary developmental science, which recognizes variability and plasticity in developmental trajectories. It also encourages practitioner to focus on children’s strengths and interests rather than comparing them to normative standards, which can sometimes perpetuate deficit discourses.
Nevertheless, some tension remains between rejecting universal benchmarks entirely and acknowledging that developmental knowledge is valuable for early identification and curriculum planning. A recent study by McLachlan et al. (2022) found that many early childhood practitioners feel inadequately prepared to detect developmental delays in the absence of clear milestones, underscoring a need for professional development that integrates culturally responsive developmental knowledge with Te Whāriki’s play-based philosophy. Achieving a balance where developmental models inform but do not constrain understanding of the ‘Unique Child’ remains a pedagogical challenge. It requires ongoing dialogue between researchers, practitioners, and communities to develop assessment tools and frameworks that are both valid and culturally affirming.
Overall, the principle of the ‘Unique Child’ as articulated in Te Whāriki represents a progressive and holistic vision for early childhood education. The curriculum’s play-based, culturally responsive, and relational approaches honour the individuality and rights of children, particularly through the integration of bicultural values and partnerships with whānau. Assessment methods like Learning Stories promote narrative richness and participation but require careful support to ensure consistency and equity. Progress tracking practices favour personalized learning journeys but benefit from complementary culturally grounded tools that provide structured guidance without imposing normative constraints. Finally, developmental models are most effective when used flexibly, recognizing diversity and complexity rather than enforcing rigid stages.
In conclusion, implementing the ‘Unique Child’ principle within play-based curricula necessitates a nuanced balance. Practitioners must be skilled in culturally responsive assessment, reflective practice, and inclusive pedagogy to ensure that each child’s individuality is both recognized and supported effectively. Curricula like Te Whāriki provide a robust framework for this work but require ongoing adaptation and professional development to meet the diverse needs of contemporary child. Upholding the dignity, rights, and potential of every child remains a dynamic, evolving endeavour—one that demands commitment to both cultural respect and educational rigor.




3. Write a blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum change.
Transforming Education in Wales: Unlocking the Potential of Play-Based Learning for Additional Learning Needs
Wales’ educational landscape is in the midst of a remarkable transformation. Central to this shift are the Curriculum for Wales and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. These reforms aim to ensure that every learner, regardless of their circumstances or abilities, receives a tailored, inclusive, and equitable education (Welsh Government, 2023a). With these changes, Wales is moving away from a one-size-fits-all model towards a more learner-centred approach that celebrates diversity and fosters individual growth.
The New Curriculum and ALN Framework: A Paradigm Shift
The Curriculum for Wales, introduced gradually from 2022, focuses on the holistic development of learners. It is built around four purposes designed to develop learners who are ambitious, capable, healthy, and ethically informed (Estyn, 2023). These broad goals transcend traditional academic achievement to include social, emotional, and ethical dimensions of learning.
Complementing this curriculum overhaul is the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) framework, established by the 2018 Act. This framework replaces the older Special Educational Needs (SEN) system, aiming for a unified and inclusive approach to supporting learners with additional needs. The introduction of Individual Development Plans (IDPs) is a key feature, mandating personalised learning strategies and early intervention (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024). Approximately 22% of learners in Wales are identified as having ALN, underscoring the importance of effective support systems (Welsh Government, 2023).

The Role and Benefits of a Play-Based Curriculum
Play-based learning is recognised as a powerful pedagogical tool, especially in early years education. It nurtures creativity, critical thinking, problem-solving, and social-emotional skills (Wood, 2020). For children with ALN, play can be particularly valuable. It offers a natural, engaging medium through which children explore concepts and develop new skills at their own pace, often reducing anxiety associated with formal learning (Knight and Crick, 2023). Importantly, play also encourages peer interaction and social inclusion, which are critical for building confidence and communication skills in learners with ALN (Morgan, Davies and Hughes, 2024).
Wales’ curriculum encourages play-based approaches in early years and primary education settings, aligning with its focus on learner agency and holistic development (Estyn, 2023). However, integrating play for learners with diverse and complex ALN requires specialised adaptations and thoughtful planning.
Challenges to Effective Implementation
Despite the promise of play-based learning, several challenges persist:
1. Differentiation and Accessibility
Creating accessible play experiences for learners with varied needs is complex. Physical disabilities may necessitate adapted equipment, while children with sensory processing differences might require calmer, structured environments (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024). Practitioners often struggle to simultaneously meet developmental appropriateness and individual differentiation in play (Knight and Crick, 2023). Additionally, cultural and linguistic diversity adds layers of complexity, as some learners may require multilingual or culturally relevant resources to engage fully, further complicating differentiation (Welsh Government, 2023a).
2. Training and Professional Development
The success of play-based learning hinges on educator competence and confidence. However, many Practitioner report inadequate training in ALN-specific play methodologies (Estyn, 2023). While the Welsh Government promotes continuous professional development, disparities remain in the availability and quality of training for ALN and play pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2023a). Innovative models of professional learning, such as peer mentoring and collaborative workshops, have shown promise in bridging this gap and building capacity among educators (Morgan, Davies and Hughes, 2024).
3. Resource Allocation
Implementing inclusive play-based learning requires additional resources, including specialist equipment, support staff, and appropriate learning spaces. The Welsh Government has allocated £225.5 million in 2024 to support ALN provision (Welsh Government, 2024a), yet funding pressures continue to hamper schools’ ability to fully realise these approaches (Education Law Solicitors, 2024).
4. Parental and Community Engagement
Effective ALN support depends on strong collaboration with families and multi-agency teams. Unfortunately, families sometimes feel marginalised during ALN decision-making, and cooperation across education, health, and social care sectors can be inconsistent (Caerphilly Observer, 2024; Estyn, 2023). Developing trust and open communication is critical for the success of play-based interventions. Moreover, schools that actively involve parents and the wider community often see more sustainable and positive outcomes for learners (Welsh Government, 2023a).


Strategies for Success
Despite these hurdles, schools can adopt strategies to maximise the potential of play-based learning for ALN:
Co-Designing Learning Experiences
Engaging learners with ALN in designing play activities promotes ownership and relevance. This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales’ focus on learner voice and agency (Welsh Government, 2023a). Research shows that co-designed activities increase engagement, motivation, and emotional well-being among learners with ALN (Morgan, Davies and Hughes, 2024).
Building Multi-Disciplinary Teams
A holistic approach requires collaboration among Practitioners, therapists, support staff, and families. Multi-disciplinary teams enable the integration of therapeutic practices within educational settings, ensuring tailored support that addresses learners’ comprehensive needs (Estyn, 2023; Welsh Government, 2021).
Monitoring and Evaluation
Regular assessment and adaptation are essential. IDPs provide a structured framework for monitoring progress and reviewing provision (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024). Feedback from learners and families, combined with observational data, supports responsive teaching and continuous improvement (Knight and Crick, 2023).
Promoting a Culture of Inclusion
Leadership plays a pivotal role in embedding inclusion across school culture. Schools that prioritise inclusive values and play-based learning see improvements in both academic and social outcomes for all students (Estyn, 2023; Welsh Government, 2024a). Sharing successes and fostering professional learning communities enhances staff confidence and commitment.
Looking Forward: A Vision for Inclusive Play in Wales
The shift towards a play-based curriculum within the ALN framework represents an exciting opportunity for Welsh education. When implemented thoughtfully, play not only supports the developmental needs of learners with ALN but also cultivates a more empathetic, creative, and resilient school community.
Achieving this vision requires ongoing investment in training, resources, and multi-agency collaboration, alongside a steadfast commitment to learner-centred pedagogy. Wales’ reforms highlight the value of adapting education to meet diverse needs and affirm the potential of every child to thrive. As schools continue to innovate and share best practices, Wales is well placed to become a global leader in inclusive, play-based learning.
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