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Basic Acknowledgement format of AI tool use 
I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 07 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s): 
1. Find me journal articles from 2016 onwards stating that there are strengths to the foundation phase
2. Find me journal articles that state weaknesses of outdoor learning within the implementation of the foundation phase – 2016 onwards 
3. 
I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 08 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s): 
1. Find me journal articles about the Donaldson report successful futures

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 12 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s): 
1. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explaining the curriculum for Wales

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 13 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s): 
1. Find me recent journal articles which state that practitioners need support in enhancing the adult role in supporting the Foundation Phase, including training in the knowledge of how children learn within the foundation phase in Wales 

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 16 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s): 
1. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explain who assessment benefits within early years
2. Find me Welsh Government curriculum for Wales Guidance on messy play
3. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explaining the link between wellbeing and messy play

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 17 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s): 
1. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explaining why ALN children are not receiving messy play

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 19 October 2026 to research. I used the prompt(s):
1. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explaining the concept of unique children in terms of holistic development
2. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explaining Bronfenbrenner ecological theory and holistic development for children in early years
3. Find me Welsh government sources which state the ages that progression steps line up to
4. Find me journal articles from 2020 onwards explaining narrative observations and why they are important for the unique child
5. Find me journal articles from 2020 explaining that the foundation stage baseline assessment does not take into account EAL and different cultures.

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 22 October 2026 to proofread. I used the prompt(s):
1. check my reference list to the newest Harvard reference

I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence
Part 1 - Critically analyse the challenges of implementing play-based curricula 
According to Yasar and Aslan (2021), the concept of curriculum can be defined in different ways. This is supported by Mulenga (2018), who believes that with the expansion of formal education, the need for a definition is increasing. Meanwhile, Sa’dullah, Imami and Khaer (2023) and Chugh, Ledger and Shields (2017), define curriculum as an essential component to guide teaching and learning and is used to achieve educational goals, which plays an important role within the learning journey of children. However, El-Astal (2023) defines curriculum as authoritative content that explains what should be taught in an education program and that a curriculum should illustrate who will teach, who will be taught, with what tools and context. 
Learning through play has become an essential part of early years education worldwide since the early 2000s (Pyle, 2026; Yogman et al., 2018; Danniels and Pyle; 2018). Play has become so frequent within childhood that international policy has identified it as an essential right to children (Pyle, 2026; UNICEF, 2016; Yogman et al., 2018). However, Pyle (2026) states there are tensions surrounding how to learn through play, while ensuring that children are learning foundational skills. Meanwhile, Mannion et al. (2025) believes that there has been a decline in outdoor education within the UK. Therefore, the aim of section one is to focus on how outdoor learning has evolved from the Foundation Phase [hereafter FP] to the Curriculum for Wales [hereafter CfW] and analyse the challenges of implementing play based curricula. 
The FP was a Welsh Government [hereafter WG] curriculum which advocated for a child-centred, play-based approach to learning and strived for the use of the outdoors as a central part of children’s experiences (Wainwright et al., 2020; Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016; Waters, 2016). This is built upon by Wainwright et al. (2020), who stated that the FP endorsed a balance between adult-led learning and child-led activities which allowed teachers to focus on learning, as well as allowing children to play. The FP was introduced in Wales on 1 August 2008 by the Education (National Curriculum) (Foundation Stage) (Wales) Order 2008, and came into effect in September 2008 for three to four year olds, then in September 2011 to all pupils up to the age of seven years old (Estyn, 2011). According to Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016), the FP was introduced to make an essential move from the more formal, competence based approach from the previous Key Stage 1 National Curriculum. This is built upon by ACCAC (2000, cited in Waters, 2016) and the WG (2015), who state that the FP was put forth to develop a curriculum that strengthened the principles and practices embedded in the existing curriculum, as well as provide a rich curriculum under seven areas of learning. 
However, Donaldson (2016) and Evans (2021) stated that there were concerns about the performance of Welsh pupils in the Programme for International Student Assessment, which resulted in the WG initiating separate reviews into systems, in order to improve curriculum and assessment arrangements. Therefore, in 2014, Dr Graham Donaldson carried out a review of curriculum and assessment arrangements from FP to Key Stage 4 (Donaldson, 2015). Donalson (2016) found that the existing curriculum in Wales had some strengths which could be built upon, specifically the pedagogy underpinning the FP. However, there is a need for change and recommended developing a curriculum that addressed the challenges related to aims and purposes, structure, pedagogy and assessment (Taylor and Power, 2020; Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson (2016) believed that there was the need for a simpler, more connected curriculum that would allow for a greater depth of learning and improve progression. Therefore, since 2015, the WG developed the new CfW, which was introduced in schools in September 2022 and is aimed at all maintained and funded schools with children from aged three to sixteen (Taylor and Power, 2020; OECD, 2020).
There are many strengths to the FP. One of these strengths is outdoor learning (French et al., 2023; Power et al., 2019; Taylor Rhys and Waldron, 2016; Wainwright et al., 2016). FP guidance state that children learn best through first hand experiences and that it is critical that children have active experiences in the outdoors, to build their knowledge and understanding that will support their future learning (WG, 2008). This is built upon by Wainwright (2021), who states that the FP allowed for increased opportunities for child-initiated learning within the outdoors and gave children the opportunity to be seen as competent. Therefore, the FP had a strong focus on outdoor learning and emphasised that the outdoor environment should be an extension to the indoor environment, and children should be able to move freely between the two (WG, 2008).
However, there were barriers in implementing this approach within the FP (French et al., 2023; Waters, 2016; Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). According to Waters (2016), there were professional implications within the FP.  It was suggested that practitioners needed support in enhancing the adult role within the FP, which included training in the knowledge of how children learn (Lewis and Thomas, 2021; Waters, 2016). This suggests that early years settings need enriched teacher practices to be able to promote developmental outcomes for children, and indicates that the better qualified the practitioner is, the better the outcomes are (Deding and Minnaert, 2024; Sylvia et al., 2010, cited in Waters, 2016). Similarly, French et al. (2023) state that practitioners need to be trained to successfully integrate outdoor learning to their pedagogy. This belief is based on research in Thailand, which discovered that after being trained, practitioners were confident in outdoor learning environments and could see how the outdoors benefits children’s learning and wellbeing (French et al., 2023). Therefore, practitioners need to have an understanding in how children learn in a play-based environment, so that adults can have the knowledge in their own role within the learning environment.
As stated previously, outdoor learning supports wellbeing (French et al., 2023). Ellis et al. (2024) highlights that there are a range of benefits for children in engaging with outdoor learning, including holistic development, higher levels of engagement and improved mental health. Within the FP curriculum, the WG (2008) stated that the outdoor environment allows for opportunities of both active and quiet times, thus supporting wellbeing. This is supported by Duggan et al. (2026) who states that practitioners, who taught within the FP, used local environments to strengthen learners’ wellbeing. However, the WG launched ‘Prosperity for all’, a national strategy aimed at building a more secure, healthy experiences in public sectors in Wales, with the early years provision being identified as one of the priority areas that needs significant changed and improvements, for both children and practitioners (Murphy and Waters-Davies, 2022; WG, 2017a; WG, 2017b). Therefore, it can be seen that the FP has not improved wellbeing in the workplace for practitioners as well as for children in education.
Meanwhile, the CfW promotes holistic learning that integrates knowledge, skills and experience, and is built around four purposes of education and six areas of learning and experience, which describe what is essential for children to learn (OECD, 2020; WG, 2024a). According to the WG (2024), the six areas of learning aim is to bring together familiar disciplines and encourage strong, meaningful links across them. This is similar to the FP, which had structured experiences in areas of learning, in which children grow and develop (WG, 2015). However, the FP had seven areas of learning, unlike the CfW, which has six (WG, 2024a; OECD, 2020; WG, 2015). Within the CfW is the Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience, which provides a holistic structure for understanding wellbeing and development (WG; 2024a; WG, 2020a; OECD, 2020).
When making the CfW, the WG wanted this area to be expressed in the other five statements, and that health and wellbeing should support the other areas and not be viewed on its own (WG, 2024a and WG, 2020a). Additionally, the CfW described this area as a fundamental way to develop healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (WG, 2024a; WG, 2020a; Power, Newton and Taylor, 2020). However, within the FP, this area is called ‘Personal and Social Development, Wellbeing and Cultural Diversity’ (WG, 2015). The FP has numerous examples of outdoor learning within the Personal and Social Development, Wellbeing and Cultural Diversity area (WG, 2015; WG, 2008). Meanwhile the CfW does not mention outdoor learning many times within the Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning. However, as stated previously, the CfW aims for wellbeing to be expressed throughout all areas of learning and not to be viewed individually (Tinney, 2023; WG, 2020a). Therefore, wellbeing and particularly outdoor learning is spread throughout the other five areas of learning.
Similarly to the FP, the CfW allow children to experience learning opportunities in both the indoors and outdoors (WG, 2020a) In fact, within CfW guidance, practitioners are encouraged to provide a range of opportunities to learn outdoors. The CfW states that children should be given opportunities to explore mathematically rich environments, both in the indoors and outdoors, and that practitioners should assist first hand experiences with mathematical concepts within a range of resources, which includes the outdoors (WG, 2024a; WG, 2020a; WG, 2020b). Additionally, the CfW states that children should be able explore the environment, make observations and communicate my ideas, which allows for children to explore scientific matters (WG, 2020a; 2020c). Therefore, the CfW allows for outdoor learning to spread across all aspects of learning and thus, improving children’s wellbeing.
In conclusion, the FP had implications which prevented outdoor learning to effectively take place within early years settings (French et al., 2023; Waters, 2016; Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). Dr Graham Donaldson believed there was a need for a simpler, more connected curriculum within Wales, to enable a greater depth within learning (Donaldson, 2016). Therefore, the CfW was developed to allow for holistic learning that integrates knowledge and skills, as well as experiences (OECD, 2020; WG, 2024a). The WG (2020a) allowed for wellbeing and outdoor learning to be expressed throughout all areas of learning, and not to be viewed individually, unlike the previous curriculum.














Part 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
Assessment can be defined as a vital role in a student’s learning, which identifies, captures and reflects on an individual’s progress over time (Brown, 2022; Jönsson, 2020; WG, n.d.). According to Braund et al. (2021), assessment is mutually beneficial to both practitioners and children. Assessment places children in the centre of the learning process and helps children and practitioners understand their learning and what steps need to be taken (Braund et al., 2021). Assessments allows practitioners to adjust their teaching practices to increase learning outcomes and to better meet the children’s needs (Karaman, 2021). 
However, the term ‘Unique Child’ is referred to, in England’s Early Years Foundation Stage, as a child who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable and self-assured (Department for Education, 2026). Every child is diverse and different to each other, who develop and learn in different ways (Street, 2021). The unique child is important within assessment, as every child is different and develop at their own unique rates, and therefore, cannot be evaluated in the same way (Department of Education, 2025). Therefore, the aim of section two is consider the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ while evaluating methods of assessment within the FP and CfW.
According to Brown, Parikh and Patel (2020), children develop at different rates, due to multiple factors, which can include genetic traits, environmental factors and neurodevelopmental differences such as Autism Spectrum Disorder. This is built upon by to Likhar, Baghel and Patil (2022), who state that the early years of a child’s life are thought to be the most essential time for development. Early development is significantly influenced by the nurturing qualities of the environment surrounding them, which includes the community that the children are a part of (Yang and Oh, 2024; Likhar, Baghel and Patil, 2022). 
This can link to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory. Yang and Oh (2024) and Antony (2022) explain that, within this theory, holistic development is shaped through collaborative relationships between the developing child and those in the encompassing environment, which can include early years settings and practitioners. This is built upon by Lopez et al. (2021), who states that Bronfenbrenner believed that human development is shaped by complex relationships between individuals and their environments. Bronfenbrenner’s theory serves as a useful tool for practitioners, to explore the different parts of a child’s environment and experiences and understand the factors that impact a child’s life and development, outside of their family unit (Lopez et al., 2021). This is built upon by Yang and Oh (2024), who highlights that recent research demonstrates that interactions between educational settings and children play a significant role in holistic development, as well as a child’s wellbeing. Therefore, all children have unique factors that affect their holistic development, and practitioners need to take this into account when using methods of assessment, within curriculum. 
Arnott (2021) argues that practitioners should focus on holistic development and the whole child, rather than focusing on an individual skill. This is built upon by Parsons et al. (2021), who emphasises on the uniqueness of every child’s capacity and potential, and that every child develops differently, at their own pace. This is recognised in CfW guidance, which states that practitioners should recognise an individual’s learning needs and encourage a holistic view of development (WG, 2020a). The WG (2020a) state that practitioners should develop an understanding of how learners learn and their attitude towards learning, in order to support their progress and encourage their commitment to learning. This idea of the unique child was implied in the FP, which stated that at the centre of this curriculum lied the holistic development of children and their skills, building on their previous learning experiences (WG, 2015). The FP planned to be a progressive framework which meets the diverse needs of all children, including those who are at an earlier stage of development, and those who are more able (WG, 2015).
Within the FP, practitioners must follow statutory assessment requirements, set out by the WG (WG, 2018). Throughout the FP, practitioners used observations and formative assessments to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum for all children (WG, 2018). FP framework stated that practitioners are required to carry out a statutory baseline assessment within the first six weeks of a child entering the Reception year group (WG, 2018). Practitioners observe the child over the first term, rather than do a series of tests, to provide a wide range of evidence on which to form assessment judgments (WG, 2017c). This assessment is used to determine the stage of development and interests of the child (WG, 2022a).
According to WG (2017c), to complete a baseline assessment, practitioners are required to assess children using the compact profile and a select number of skill ladders from four Areas of Learning. Within these skill ladders include ‘Oracy - Listening and Understanding’, under the Language, Literacy and Communication Area of Learning (WG, 2017c). Practitioners follow a diagram, provided by the WG (2017c), which gives a plan for practitioners in order to support the progress of carrying out the baseline assessment. Within this plan, practitioners must plan continuous, enhanced and focused provision for the first six weeks in reception, in order to observe skills. Practitioners must implement the plans and record observations, and within the first six weeks, assess the children and use the compact profile form to score the outcomes for each skill ladder. Practitioners must review the outcomes and consider whether there is a need for further observations or seek advice from the additional learning needs coordinator. The practitioner must then plan developmentally appropriate continuous, focused provision based on the children’s interests and learning styles (WG, 2017c). However, research by Polišenská et al. (2020) suggests that standardised early years assessments may inadequately reflect the abilities of children with children with English as an additional language, as they struggle to account for children’s first languages and cultural experiences.
Following WG consultations, baseline assessments were not required for the new CfW and were removed to accommodate for practitioners to prepare their own assessment arrangements, in order to create flexibility and plan a smoother transition for learners (WG, 2022a). The CfW focuses on continuous, supportive progression across the transition along the three to sixteen continuum (WG, 2024b). Learners are at the centre of assessment and should be supported to become active participants in the learning progress (WG, 2024b; WG 2020a). CfW guidance describes principes of progression, which frames the ways in which learns make progress in their learning and contribute to the four purposes (Thomas et al., 2023; WG, 2020a) These principles of progression intend to guide the development of the curriculum and allows learns progress to be identified throughout assessment (WG, 2020a). Assessment should be an ongoing process that is ingrained within daily practice and practitioners should not undertake specific activities to make a judgement about a learners progression (WG, 2020a).
One way that children can be observed in the early years is through learning stories. Learning stories are used by practitioners allow children to be observed while they play and learn, in order to record of their experiences within the classroom (Cengiz and Altındağ, 2022). Learning stories are a pedagogical tool that allows practitioners to discover children’s strengths and examine the children’s learning process, as well as help them reflect on their own role of the practitioner within the process (Sands and McChesney, 2023; Cengiz and Altındağ, 2022)
Learning stories differ from the baseline assessment within the FP, as it focuses on what the children can do, rather than emphasising on what they cannot learn and cannot do (Cengiz and Altındağ, 2022). Unlike the FP, learning stories allows the practitioner to capture children’s learning while also supporting their languages, cultures and identities (Cengiz and Altındağ, 2022). Therefore, learning stories provide a holistic view on the unique child, and allows practitioners to focus on the children’s strengths and culture, rather than comparing then to standardised tests.
As stated previously, children are develop at different stages supposed to progress along a continuum, rather being tied to age-related expectations, under the new CfW (Thomas et al., 2023; WG, 2020a). However, WG (2020a) guidance states that five progression steps can correspond the ages of five, eight, eleven, fourteen and sixteen, directly being contradicted in the same guidance report. Therefore, this does not consider the concept of the unique child, and instead places expectations on children to develop at a certain pace, rather than allowing children to develop at different rates, uniquely. Additionally, Thomas et al. (2023) states that practitioners find that there is a lack of clarity in how the progression steps are being used to inform curriculum planning, and that they need to be more specific and consistent across schools 
In conclusion, every child is unique, diverse and develop and learn in different ways (Street, 2021). As every child is different and develop at different rates, they cannot be evaluated in the same way (Department of Education, 2025). Therefore, practitioners need to consider the concept of the unique child when assessing a child. Practitioners used to assess children through a baseline assessment within the FP (WG, 2018; WG, 2017c). Therefore, WG consultations removed them from the new CfW, to create space for flexible assessment arrangements for practitioners to prepare (WG, 2022a). Instead, within the CfW, practitioners can use learning stories to observe children, which focuses on what the children can do, rather than emphasising on what they cannot do (Sands and McChesney, 2023; Cengiz and Altındağ, 2022). This allows for a holistic view on the unique child.




















Part 3: Write a blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum change

Mud, Water and Wonder: The Importance of Messy Play for Children with ALN

[image: ]
(Aspin, 2026)

Mud, Water and Wonder, a vital part of early years, though many may disagree. As an Early Years Practitioner, I have always wondered why messy play is not encouraged by my colleagues and the parents of the children I care for, specifically as the benefits out ways the negatives, especially for children with ALN. This blog will look into what messy play is and how it can affect children with ALN development and wellbeing.



What is Messy Play?
Messy play is a type of play that encourages children to explore different materials by using all five of their senses. It allows children plenty of opportunities to manipulate materials and explore their senses while not having to focus on producing something (Majumdar, 2024). Rather than following instructions to create a finished product, children are free to experiment at their own pace. The focus isn’t on the end result. It’s about the process of exploring and learning (Fruin, 2020). Children love to be imaginative, creative and inventive by using materials in new ways, combining them and making new discoveries. Messy play allows children to do all these things.
Messy play can include:
· Mud
· Sand
· Water
· Natural materials such as sticks and flowers
Children have natural curiosity about the world around them and often experience awe and wonder in everyday occurrences. They enjoy investigating by themselves and with others and develop a need to share their new knowledge and learn from each other. Messy play is supported within the CfW through its emphasis on play-based learning and children’s holistic development. WG resources specifically highlights the importance that messy play can have for our youngest learners, which demonstrates its value within early years practice 
Messy Play, Better Wellbeing
Play in nature-based environments, which includes messy play, in the early years can have positive benefits for child development (Prins et al., 2022). Play involving water, sand, sticks and stones, which children have the opportunity to have freedom to choose, has positive outcomes for children (Prins et al., 2022). This can include cognitive development and social and emotional development.
This is investigated by Lee et al. (2020), who conducted a study on the effects of unstructured play and wellbeing within the early years. This study found that unstructured play with loose parts, in the outdoors, increased happiness and playfulness of children, which supports the children’s wellbeing and mental health (Lee et al., 2020). Therefore, this can be interpreted that messy play can benefit children’s wellbeing.  
Additionally, Sando, Kleppe and Sandseter (2021), conducted a study on risky play and children’s wellbeing, involvement and physical activity. While this research focuses on risky play, some parts of the study investigated what happens when children play near dangerous elements that they could fall into, such as water, as well as play which children go exploring alone, such as in the woods. This type of play also happens in messy play. Therefore, this study can also be used to look at the benefits that messy play has for children’s wellbeing. The findings in this study demonstrated that children’s engagement was positively associated with wellbeing.
Children’s holistic development, specifically their wellbeing can be enhanced by the environment surrounding them (Craig et al., 2024). Relaxation is a crucial part of healthy development of early years children, providing a necessary downtime for their physical and mental development (Craig et al., 2024). Creating spaces for relaxation in learning environments, supports children’s ability to recover and process new information, as well supports wellbeing and self-regulation skills (Craig et al., 2024; Moll et al., 2022). Therefore, messy play allows children to have rest, thus improving their wellbeing, and supporting children with ALN through schooling.
Why are some children left out?
Sensory experiences can be regarded as a useful therapeutic tool. Research shows that there is a link between using messy play resources and a child’s mood. Additionally, the practitioners perception of the mess effected the child’s mood (Gascoyne, 2017). So, why are children with ALN being left out?
Although messy play offers significant developmental benefits to children with ALN, they may miss out on these experiences due to limited inclusive adaptions. Research in the Netherlands found that children with disabilities experience multiple barriers in participating in play. This study found that society is often not inclusive and social barriers were identified more than physical barriers (van Engelen et al., 2021). Therefore, children with ALN are missing out of messy play due to social attitudes, where children are unable to access these activities due to practitioners not accommodating to the children’s individual needs.
Effective inclusion requires active practitioner involvement. Therefore, a barrier for ALN children accessing messy play is staff training. Research by Siller et al. (2021) has found that there are barriers to inclusion as practitioners are not trained in ALN. Therefore, high-quality early years environments remain inconsistent. Danniels and Pyle (2022) find that practitioners need to adapt pedagogical practices to support meaningful learning for all children. Within play-based curriculum, teachers need to create inclusive and supportive spaces for all children, with or without disabilities to play and learn together (Danniels and Pyle, 2022; WG, 2022b). This is highlighted by CfW guidance, which states that a school’s curriculum should be developed to be inclusive to all learners, including those with ALN. Learning should be enabling and inclusive, to provide valuable learning experience, which supports critical thinking (WG, 2020a). Therefore, let children be messy!
Messy Moments, Big Learning
There is a range of opportunities for messy play within nature such as playing with mud! Children can make mud pies with water and soil as well as mixing in leaves and sticks. You could make playdough with your children, paint with your hands, or even make potions with water with old plastic bottles and foraged items.
More ideas for messy play can be found here:
· NHS
· CBeebies
· NHS Occupational Therapy
· Play Scotland
· Scottish Wildlife Trust
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