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Early Years Curricula
Introduction
Education is a lifelong process that gives people the knowledge, skills, and awareness they need to seize opportunities and overcome challenges in life. John Dewey (1916) defined education as "a process of living and not a preparation for future living," indicating that it is a social process that is essential to human growth and advancement (Smith, 2021).
A curriculum forms the foundation of any education system. UNESCO (2025) defines it as the structured planning of learning objectives, content, teaching methods, and assessment. The Department for Education (2024) emphasizes that effective curriculum design guides what students learn and how they engage, shaping all teaching and assessment decisions.
Children naturally learn through play, which supports their overall development (Keough, 2025). Play-based curricula focus on flexible, child-led learning. Li and Kangas (2024) note that using play as a core strategy fosters curiosity and engaging learning environments.
This assignment will examine early years curricula. Additionally, the challenges of interpreting and implementing the early years curriculum requirements concerning the adult role, evaluation, and progress monitoring will be examined. 
Early years curriculum will be covered in section one, assessment in section two, and a blog on the early years perspective on play will be included in section three.

Section 1
Critically analyse the challenges of implementing play-based Curricula
The Foundation Phase Wales serves as the first illustration, followed by an examination of the rationale behind the introduction of the New Curriculum.
The second example is Te Whariki, the New Zealand National Curriculum for the early years education sector.

Curricula in Wales
The Welsh Assembly Government introduced the Foundation Phase in 2008 as a play-based curriculum for children aged 3–7 (Wainwright, et al., 2016). Unlike English policy, it emphasized play and experiential learning and sociocultural views of play, drawing inspiration from New Zealand’s Te Whāriki (Maynard, et al., 2013; Waters & Payler, 2015). The Foundation Phase faced challenges due to unclear pedagogical guidance and varied interpretations of "play." Practitioners struggled to apply a consistent approach, and the Stocktake study Siraj (2014), highlighted the need for training focused on how children learn. Though innovative, the Foundation Phase faced criticism for limited improvements in literacy and numeracy. The 2015 Welsh Government Evaluation report found that while many pupils met targets, gains were modest, and outcomes varied depending on school resources and staff training (Welsh Government, 2015). Thus, the play-based learning faced criticism for potentially limiting literacy and numeracy development. Concerns were also raised about exclusions and reduced timetables for children with special needs (Children's Comissioner for Wales, 2019). To address these problems and provide a more unified framework, Wales introduced a more inclusive, adaptable framework aimed at providing all learners with equitable, high-quality education with the integration of Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2025; Gatley, 2020).The Curriculum for Wales seeks to give practitioners the freedom to create their own curriculum by offering a quality-assured assessment framework based on child development. This will enable schools and settings to create the best curriculum and assessment plans for their students (Welsh Government , 2024a).
The four key purposes of the curriculum aim to develop children and young people into:
· Ambitious, capable learners 
· Healthy, confident individuals 
· Enterprising, creative contributors 
· Ethical, informed citizens
Science and Technology, Humanities, Expressive Arts, Health and Well-Being, Languages, Literacy and Communication, and Math and Numeracy are among the six Areas of Learning and Experience that form its framework of one continuum of learning from ages 3 to 16 (Welsh Government, no date).
Assessment in the Curriculum for Wales is learner-centred and formative, focusing on continuous improvement through observation and dialogue. Progress is tracked from ages 3 to 16 to help schools refine their curriculum delivery (Welsh Government, no date).

Te Whāriki 
Te Whāriki is the national curriculum for young children in New Zealand. It's a bilingual curriculum designed to encourage play-based learning in young children from 0-5 years. It provides a flexible, all-inclusive framework that fosters cultural identity and general growth (The Education Hub, 2020). By guiding children through a range of disciplines like science, math, and reading as well as social, emotional, and cultural development, Te Whāriki, a curriculum that emphasizes play, helps them grow and achieve. arranged in accordance with a set of guiding concepts, learning objectives, strands, and outputs. This educational design may have been influenced by progressive and sociocultural theories and viewpoints according to (Soler & Miller, 2003). Further explanation of this is provided by the Ministry of Education (no date), who claim that evidence-based beliefs about how children learn and how adults support this process form the foundation of effective curricula and pedagogy. In particular, learning and development are driven by the reciprocal individual-environmental factors that are taken into account in Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems paradigm. This method aims to comprehend the ways in which the developing individual's traits, such as their attitudes, expertise, experiences, and abilities, interact with environmental elements to either promote or discourage participation. For this reason, in Te Whāriki, each strand and set of learning outcomes is linked to educational environment goals (Ministry of Education, 2017). 
As further stated by Ministry of Education (2017), five curriculum strands are interlaced with four curriculum principles in the early years curriculum, which is symbolized by the whāriki, or woven mat, It is envisaged that early years settings will weave their own special emphasis or local set of priorities from the principles and strands for their setting, since the whāriki is meant to be a "mat for everyone to stand on."
The Four foundational principles:
· Empowerment
· Holistic Development 
· Family and Community
· Relationships 
Five strands of the curriculum, each of which represents a crucial subject of study:
· Well-Being
· Belonging
· Contribution
· Communication
· Exploration
Its inclusive, relational, and culturally grounded approach has earned Te Whāriki recognition on a global scale. By fusing together, a variety of values, identities, and goals, it enables teachers to collaborate with children and families to develop educational experiences (The Education Hub, 2024). The Ministry of Education claims Teacher-authored narratives, artwork, photographs, films, and written observations are used to document progress (Ministry of Education, 2017). 
Compare/contrast
Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales share core pedagogical principles, including flexible design, child-centred learning, and holistic development, each shaped by their distinct national contexts. Comparative evaluations of global early years frameworks, including those by the Welsh Government (no date) support this alignment.

Challenges
Play-based learning offers significant developmental benefits, yet its implementation faces several educational, cultural, and practical challenges. A primary concern is the lack of a shared understanding of what play-based learning entails. Without a unified vision, schools risk inconsistent practices that may fail to meet children's developmental needs. Collaborative teaching teams that embrace a common philosophy are better positioned to create coherent, child-centred curricula (Zosh, et al., 2022). Moreover, ongoing professional development is essential. As King (no date) emphasizes, many practitioners lack formal training in play-based methodologies, making sustained support in observation, curriculum design, and engaging pedagogy critical. Without this, play may be undervalued or misapplied, undermining its potential as a powerful educational tool. Narrative techniques like learning stories offer deep insights into children's development but are difficult to standardize for external accountability. Adopting Te Whāriki’s narrative evaluation model in Wales would face practical, cultural, and structural barriers. The Curriculum for Wales relies on progression Steps and formal regulatory frameworks, requiring schools to evidence pupil progress in ways that align with national assessment and performance monitoring criteria (McLaclan, 2017; Titley, 2024).
Cultural perceptions of education play a significant role in shaping attitudes toward play-based learning. In many contexts, there is a preference for formal, structured instruction over exploratory or unstructured play, which can impede the integration of play-based curricula. Overcoming these barriers requires a multifaceted strategy that elevates the educational value of play through targeted training, policy reform, and public advocacy (Waters-Davies, 2019). Additionally, the practical demands of play-based learning are considerable. Planning and facilitating meaningful play experiences is time-intensive, requiring practitioners to balance curriculum goals with the need to observe, support, and assess children's play. Resource limitations further complicate implementation. Effective play-based learning environments depend on access to diverse materials, outdoor spaces, and well-equipped settings. Yet many schools, particularly those in under-resourced communities, struggle to maintain these essentials. This disparity can significantly affect both the quality and frequency of play-based learning opportunities, reinforcing educational inequities (Jordan, 2022).

Conclusion
Wales has made significant progress in promoting child-centred education by embedding play-based learning into its national curriculum, particularly through the Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales. However, applying this idea is complex because it involves balancing educational goals, policies, and daily practice. The Curriculum for Wales grants practitioners substantial autonomy to design bespoke curricula within a broad framework, enabling them to tailor learning to individual needs. This flexibility allows play to be used meaningfully, not just as an extra activity, but as a core element of teaching and learning.
Despite progress, legislation alone can't ensure successful play-based learning. It requires ongoing support through staffing, resources, and training. Cultural attitudes toward play also need to shift in both education and society. Without addressing these issues, the impact of play-based learning may be limited. Play-based learning could lose its impact if key issues aren't addressed. To keep play central in early education in Wales, a joined-up approach is needed, one that aligns policy, teaching practices, and public understanding.

Section2
Considering the concept of the ‘unique child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula

Introduction
The phrase "unique child" describes the recognition that each child is a unique individual with distinct needs, interests, abilities, and developmental stages (NDNA Cymru, no date). Furthermore, a unique child is understood to be every child who is continuously learning and has the potential to be resilient, capable, confident, and self-assured. This concept celebrates the individuality of each child, recognizing that development occurs at different rates and in diverse ways (Department for Education, 2021). Central to early years education, the idea of the unique child underscores the importance of nurturing each child’s distinct abilities, interests, and potential, ensuring that learning environments are inclusive, responsive, and supportive of personal growth (Education Endownment Foundation, 2025).
In education, assessment is the process of obtaining, analysing, and applying data regarding a learner's development, abilities, and knowledge. It assists practitioners in comprehending a child's learning, development, and potential future support needs (Open University, no date). Early Years curricula use assessment to better understand and support each child's development, education, and general well-being. It typically combines formative and summative methodologies and emphasizes observation and responsiveness (Department for Education, no date). This helps practitioners understand how children are learning and developing, concentrating on each child's unique progress rather than comparing them to predetermined age-based expectations (Early Education, 2021).
Children learn and develop at different rates, and acknowledging each child's unique developmental path ensures that assessments reflect their actual progress rather than expected outcomes based solely on age or conventional benchmarks (Springer, 2021; National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2020). When assessment focuses on the individual child, it has the potential to support academic growth while also capturing a holistic view of development. This includes not only cognitive achievements but also social, emotional, physical, and creative dimensions, offering a more complete picture of the child as a learner (Worcestershire County Council, No date) .

Concept of a unique child in curricula
Curriculum for Wales promotes a child-centred approach that aligns with the unique child philosophy. It offers practitioners the flexibility to design bespoke curricula that respond to individual learners’ needs, interests, and developmental stages. The Early Childhood, Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) framework further supports this by focusing on developmental pathways such as communication, exploration, and belonging—recognising that each child’s learning journey is different (Welsh Government, 2022).
Recognising the unique child is especially important when supporting children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) or those who are neurodiverse. These children may express learning in non-traditional ways, and a one-size-fits-all approach can overlook their strengths. By embracing the unique child, educators are better equipped to create inclusive, responsive environments that nurture every child’s potential.
A key principle of the Curriculum for Wales and the Early Childhood Play, Learning, and Care (ECPLC) framework is the recognition of the unique child. These frameworks affirm that every child is a competent, capable learner with a distinct developmental path shaped by their cultural background, interests, and personal experiences (Welsh Government, 2015). Furthermore, the Foundation Phase Framework reinforces that children acquire skills at different rates and must be supported to develop at their own pace. As they gain new abilities, they should be given varied opportunities to apply these skills across different contexts, fostering reflection and self-evaluation. Throughout their development, children’s work should be respected, valued, and celebrated for its authenticity, creativity, and individuality (Welsh Government, 2015).
Numerous important theories of education support this strategy. Lev Vygotsky's sociocultural theory suggests that children flourish when they are supported within their Zone of Proximal Development and highlights the importance of social interaction and cultural background in learning (Vygotsky, 1978). According to McLeod (2025), Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory highlights that children develop at different rates and supports inquiry-based learning tailored to each child’s current cognitive stage. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory emphasizes that development is shaped by multiple layers of environmental influence, underscoring the importance of considering each child’s unique circumstances (Guy-Evans, 2025). Similarly, the Reggio Emilia approach views children as resilient, strong, and capable individuals, promoting child-led learning and creative expression as central to their development (Reggio Children, no date).
Recognizing the unique child promotes equity and inclusion, enhances engagement and motivation, supports holistic development, and builds strong relationships between children and educators. It ensures that early years education is not one-size-fits-all, but a responsive, nurturing journey tailored to each child’s strengths and needs (Grenier, 2025).
Assessment in Curriculum for Wales and Te Whariki
Assessment in the early years is viewed as a flexible, child-centred process rather than a rigid method of gauging success. Curricula such as the Curriculum for Wales and Te Whāriki in New Zealand encourage this approach (Welsh Government, 2022; Ministry of Education, 2017).
Formative Assessment
Formative assessment is a continuous process where teachers observe learning and adjust their teaching to support each student’s needs (Care Learning, no date). Every day, play, discussions, and observation are used for formative evaluation. Practitioners in Wales watch as children explore, interact, and form bonds with others (Welsh Government, 2022). Te Whāriki makes use of learning stories, which are narrative documents that document significant learning experiences and represent the child's voice and identity (Carr, 2001). Wales also supports setting transitions using developmental summaries. In order to direct learning, Te Whāriki promotes reflection over formal testing (Ministry of Education, 2017).
Summative Assessment
According to Early Education (2021), (Early Education, 2021) A summative assessment gives a summary of a child’s learning at certain times. Wales uses developmental summaries to help with transitions (Welsh Government, 2022). Te Whāriki doesn’t use formal tests but encourages reflection to support learning (Ministry of Education, 2017).
Diagnostic and Holistic Assessment
Diagnostic assessments help identify needs like speech or learning difficulties (The Open University, no date). Wales’s ALN Code supports early detection and teamwork among professionals (Welsh Government, 2021). Te Whāriki encourages close family involvement to meet each child’s unique needs (Ministry of Education, 2017).
Both frameworks value holistic assessment, considering emotions, social skills, culture, and learning. Te Whāriki focuses on cultural identity and belonging, while Wales promotes co-planning with children and families (Carr, 2001; Welsh Government, 2022). 
Differences in Approach
Although both curricula value play and child-led learning, they differ in how assessment is carried out. Te Whāriki is grounded in socio-cultural theory and uses flexible, narrative-based assessment rooted in relationships and culture. The Curriculum for Wales uses more structured tools and progress tracking, aiming to balance autonomy with accountability. As McLachlan (2017) explains, Te Whāriki highlights identity and storytelling, while Wales focuses on developmental pathways and measurable progress.
Supporting Neurodiverse Learners
Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) or those who are neurodiverse, such as those with autism or ADHD, benefit from flexible assessment. The Curriculum for Wales allows a wide range of evidence to show learning, including speech, drawings, and behaviour. The Early Childhood Play, Learning, and Care (ECPLC) framework supports this by focusing on communication, discovery, and belonging rather than just academic outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022). This approach recognises that children learn in different ways, and using visual, verbal, or behavioural evidence can give a fuller picture of their development (NDNA Cymru, no date).
However, flexibility also brings challenges. If staff are not trained to recognise signs of ALN or neurodiversity, children may be misunderstood or overlooked. Without clear records or consistent assessment, those with complex needs might not get the support they need. Estyn (2023) highlights that some early years settings struggle with staff confidence and inclusive assessment practices.
Limitations of Each Approach
Te Whāriki: Because there are no set standards, it can be hard to tell where children are in their development. Learning stories are meaningful but can be tricky to record consistently (McLaclan, 2017).
Curriculum for Wales: Due to its reliance on practitioner judgement the Curriculum for Wales may vary between settings. Without clear benchmarks, it’s hard to track progress, especially for children with ALN. Estyn (2023) reports that some staff lack confidence in identifying and supporting ALN, which affects inclusive assessment.
Both Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales aim to empower children through meaningful interactions, play, and inquiry. Te Whāriki does this through flexible, culturally rooted observation, while Wales uses structured developmental tools. Each has strengths and challenges, but both support inclusive, child-led learning.

Conclusion
Both Te Whāriki and the Curriculum for Wales focus on recognising each child’s individual progress. By adapting assessment to each child’s needs, interests, and pace, practitioners can create inclusive settings that support growth, confidence, and a love of learning.
The purpose of evaluation in the early years is not to compare children to predetermined benchmarks. It's about comprehending their individual learning paths. Adaptable techniques, such as developmental summaries, learning stories, and observation, assist teachers in assisting each child.
The Curriculum for Wales offers a modern approach that supports diverse learners. It values observation, child opinion, and developmental progress. But to work well, it needs consistent guidance and strong support for staff, especially when identifying and helping children with Additional Learning Needs.
Among the fundamental principles of play-based learning, Te Whāriki stands out for valuing each child's individuality and fostering a feeling empowerment and belonging.
When considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, both curricula go beyond strict age-based frameworks. They use flexible, child-led assessment to respond to each child’s development. However, Te Whāriki’s lack of standardisation can make tracking progress harder, and the Curriculum for Wales depends on practitioner judgment, which can lead to inconsistency.
The key to successful assessment in play-based learning is striking a balance between acknowledging the individuality of every child and providing clear direction and assistance. These methods, when properly implemented, support each child's development, self-esteem, and enjoyment of learning.
Section 3
Write a blog suitable for a professional publication (for example, Nursery World, Small Talk) linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum change.
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Beyond the playground: Rethinking Curriculum Through a Play-Based perspective
By Danielle Rees Early Years Degree Student
                         
When we say the word play, what do we picture? Sandpits, dress-up corners, building blocks? For many, play still conjures images of fun, mess, and imagination, but not necessarily learning. And yet, play is far more than an activity. It’s a mindset, a method, and a powerful tool for development. 
As psychologist Jean Piaget famously said, “Childhood is the work of play.” And Mr. Rogers reminded us that “Play is often talked about as if it were a break from serious learning. But for children, play is serious learning” (Play. Learn. Thrive., no date; Pittsburgh Toy Lending Library, no date; Fred Rogers Institute, no date). These insights are more relevant than ever as settings across the UK and beyond embrace curriculum change toward play-based models like the Curriculum for Wales and Te Whāriki.
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Play Is Learning— it’s everyone’s business
It is simply untrue to say that play cannot teach children. Play isn’t only for children, and it’s not merely for enjoyment. In fact, play helps learners of all ages, including adults, develop emotional intelligence, communication skills, creativity, and resilience. As Right To Play (no date) notes, play is universal: every culture plays, and through play, we learn about ourselves and the world around us.
Research shows that even infants benefit from playful interactions, which lay the foundation for lifelong development (Haoyue & Oyam, 2024).From peekaboo to sensory exploration, these early experiences help babies build cognitive, emotional, and social skills. Whether we refer to it as serious learning or serious enjoyment, play-based activities are not only entertaining but also essential (Education Endownment Foundation, no date). As Yogman et al. (2018) explain, play is the primary way young children learn. It supports brain development, fosters secure relationships, and encourages creativity and resilience.
But the benefits of play don’t stop at childhood. Play is everyone’s business. Play helps adults connect, learn, grow, and heal. Through games, storytelling, creative expression, or group problem-solving, play continues to mould our communication, emotional intelligence, and flexibility. Play is a common human experience that helps us understand ourselves and others, regardless of culture or age, according to Right To Play.
In early years education, recognising that play is not just for children transforms how we design curricula, train practitioners, and engage families. When adults value play as a serious and meaningful part of life, they’re better equipped to support it in children.
By embracing play as a shared experience and not just a childhood pastime, we create environments where learning is joyful, relationships are strong, and development is holistic. Whether you're a parent, practitioner, policymaker, play belongs to you too.

[image: A tree with many icons

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] (Clipart Libary, 2023)
The Importance of Play in Curriculum 
Play-based learning is widely recognised as a cornerstone of early years education (Yogman, et al., 2018). The Curriculum for Wales embraces this by offering a child-centred approach that supports adults in creating environments rich in engaging experiences (Welsh Government, 2021). Similarly, Te Whāriki places the child’s voice, culture, and relationships at the heart of learning (Ministry of Education, 2017).
But implementing a play-based curriculum isn’t just about swapping worksheets for water trays. It’s about understanding that curriculum is the journey a child takes in your setting. Paperwork and checklists can help, but they should never overshadow the child’s experience. As Zosh et al. (2022) argue, play is the best way to guide children on that journey.
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Practical Considerations for a Play-Based Curriculum

Rethinking Play
We must move beyond seeing play as downtime. Play is purposeful, development, and deeply educational. It includes staff-led activities, guided play, and unstructured exploration indoors and outdoors.
· Play supports every area of learning, from language to problem solving.
· It allows children to take risks, test ideas, and express themselves freely.
· We may fully realize the possibilities of play when we approach it as serious learning.

Supporting Practitioners
A play-based curriculum thrives when practitioners feel confident and supported.
· Staff need time to reflect, observe, and document learning through play.
· Professional development should focus on play pedagogy, inclusive practice, and observation skills.
· Practitioners also need tools to support children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and neurodiverse profiles, ensuring every child can access meaningful play.

Creating Enabling Environments
Children’s development is shaped by the adults, experiences, and environments around them.
· Environments should invite curiosity, collaboration, and creativity.
· Open-ended resources, natural materials, and flexible spaces encourage exploration.
· Quiet zones and sensory-friendly areas help meet diverse needs and promote emotional safety.
Engaging Families and Communities
Play doesn’t stop at the classroom door.
· Families should be welcomed into the learning journey—sharing stories, interests, and cultural practices.
· Clear communication helps families understand the value of play and builds trust in your approach.
· Community partnerships can enrich play experiences, from nature walks to local businesses.
In order to enhance children's play experiences, community relationships are essential. Teachers can contribute real-world experiences, knowledge, and viewpoints to the classroom by working with local businesses, organizations, and individuals (Baker, no date).

Documenting and Celebrating Learning
Capturing learning through play is essential, not just for assessment, but for celebration.
· Use photos, learning stories, and child voice to document progress.
· Share achievements with families through portfolios, displays, and events.
· Reflective documentation helps practitioners plan next steps and gives support for play-based learning.

Children’s Rights
Article 31 of the UNCRC states that children have the right to play (Unicef, 1989). This isn’t just a legal obligation; it’s a developmental necessity. As Kaizar & Alordiah (2023) note, play is essential for growth, and embedding it into daily routines supports academic, social, emotional, and physical development.
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Final Thoughts: Play Leads Learning
Play-based learning is a return to effective, tried-and-true methods, not a fad. It lays the groundwork for lifelong learning, nurtures inclusive approaches, and supports the development of the whole child. Whether you're following the Curriculum for Wales, drawing inspiration from Te Whāriki, or reimagining the ethos of your own setting, the message is clear: play belongs at the heart of learning.
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As Mikaela Martinez says: 
“Play is not a break from learning, it is learning. When we honour play, we honour children. And when we build our curriculum around it, we create joyful, inclusive spaces where every child can thrive.” (Martinez, 2025)
This quote sums up what play-based learning is all about. Play isn’t just fun, it’s how children learn, connect, and grow. It helps them build language, social skills, confidence, and problem-solving abilities. Play isn’t extra, it’s essential. When we lead with play, we lead with trust in children’s natural curiosity. And that’s where the most powerful learning begins.
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