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Part 1- 

The concept of curriculum has been widely debated within educational literature and has evolved beyond a simple collection of subjects to encompass the experiences, values and interactions that shape children's learning (Donaldson, 2015). According to Elliott (2024) Stenhouse describes curriculum as an attempt to communicate the essential principles and features of an educational proposal, while Hargraves (2021) states that Dewey viewed curriculum as a process rooted in children's experiences and interactions with their environment. Similarly, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2020) identifies curriculum as the planned learning experiences intended to support children's development, knowledge and skills. Although definitions vary, there is broad agreement that curriculum extends beyond academic content and plays a significant role in supporting children's holistic development.
Within early years education, play-based curricula have become increasingly influential due to growing recognition of the importance of active, meaningful and child-centred learning (Bird, Paterson-O’Kane and Elliott, 2025). Play-based approaches acknowledge children as capable learners who construct understanding through exploration, interaction and enquiry (Arda Tuncdemir, 2025). Influenced by theorists such as Lev Vygotsky, who emphasised the importance of social interaction and guided learning, play-based curricula encourage practitioners to scaffold children's thinking through questioning, observation and shared experiences (Eun, 2019). Such approaches aim to support not only cognitive development but also children's emotional, social and physical well-being.
This paper will explore the Curriculum for non-maintained settings in depth. 

The Curriculum for funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings was introduced by the Welsh Government to support the learning and development of children aged three to four years who attend funded nursery provision outside maintained schools (Welsh Government, 2022). The framework recognises that young children learn most effectively through play, exploration and meaningful experiences and therefore adopts a holistic and child-centred approach to education (Department for Education, 2023). Unlike more traditional educational models that prioritise predetermined academic outcomes, the framework emphasises children's well-being, relationships and individual development as the foundations for future learning (Donaldson, 2015).
A key strength of the framework is its recognition that children develop at different rates and bring unique experiences, interests and abilities to educational settings. Consequently, the curriculum does not focus on formal instruction or standardised expectations but instead encourages practitioners to observe, respond to and extend children's learning through play-based experiences (Bird, Paterson-O’Kane and Elliott, 2025). This approach aligns with constructivist theories of learning, particularly the work of Lev Vygotsky, who argued that children construct knowledge through social interaction and experiences within their environment (Jeong et al., 2022). Practitioners are encouraged to act as facilitators of learning by observing children's interests, asking open-ended questions and providing opportunities for exploration and discovery.
Central to the framework are five developmental pathways, belonging, communication, exploration, physical development and well-being. These pathways recognise that learning is interconnected, and that children's development cannot be separated into isolated subject areas (Welsh Government, 2023). Rather than focusing solely on academic achievement, the framework seeks to support the whole child, acknowledging the importance of emotional, social, physical and cognitive development (Welsh Government, 2023).

One of the most significant aspects of the curriculum is its emphasis on well-being. The framework identifies well-being as fundamental to children's learning and development, reflecting growing recognition of the relationship between emotional health and educational success (Welsh Government, 2021). Children who feel safe, secure and valued are more likely to engage in learning, form positive relationships and develop confidence in their abilities. This reflects Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, which suggests that basic psychological needs, including safety, belonging and emotional security, must be met before individuals can reach their full potential (Henwood et al., 2015). By placing well-being at the centre of learning, the curriculum acknowledges that educational success cannot be separated from children's emotional experiences (Vanello, 2025).
However, while the curriculum strongly promotes well-being in theory, questions remain regarding how effectively this is translated into practice. Contemporary educational systems often continue to place pressure on practitioners to demonstrate measurable outcomes and prepare children for school. As a result, tensions can emerge between child-centred beliefs and expectations surrounding school readiness (Oo and Hognestad, 2026). Although the framework encourages practitioners to follow children's interests and provide developmentally appropriate experiences, there may still be pressures to prioritise literacy and numeracy skills at the expense of play and exploration. This raises important questions about whether children's well-being is always genuinely prioritised or whether it can sometimes become a tokenistic concept within educational practice (Bodrova, Leong and Yudina, 2023).
The concept of belonging is another fundamental element of the curriculum. The framework recognises that children thrive when they feel accepted, respected and connected to their families, communities and educational settings. Belonging is promoted through positive relationships, inclusive practices and opportunities for children to develop a strong sense of identity (Brown et al., 2025). Practitioners are encouraged to value children's cultural backgrounds, family experiences and individual characteristics, helping children to feel represented and understood within the learning environment (Welsh Government, 2023).
The importance of belonging can again be linked to Maslow's theory, which identifies love and belonging as essential human needs. Research consistently demonstrates that children who experience a strong sense of belonging are more likely to develop positive self-esteem, engage confidently in learning and build meaningful relationships with others (Korpershoek et al., 2020). The Curriculum for funded non-maintained settings in Wales reflects this understanding by encouraging practitioners to create nurturing environments where children feel emotionally secure and valued (Welsh Government, 2022).
Furthermore, the framework aligns closely with children's rights principles outlined within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Children are viewed as active participants in their own learning rather than passive recipients of knowledge (United Nations, 1989). Practitioners are encouraged to listen to children's voices, consider their perspectives and involve them in decision-making processes wherever possible. This child-centred approach demonstrates a commitment to respecting children's rights and recognising their agency within educational settings (Sudarsan et al., 2022).
Outdoor learning also plays a significant role within the Curriculum for Wales Framework for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings. The framework recognises the outdoors as an extension of the learning environment and encourages children to engage in a wide range of outdoor experiences. Outdoor provision supports children's physical development, creativity, problem-solving skills and emotional well-being while also providing opportunities for exploration and risk-taking (Welsh Government, 2023).
The emphasis on outdoor learning reflects increasing evidence regarding the benefits of nature-based experiences for young children's development. Outdoor environments provide opportunities for children to engage in open-ended play, develop resilience and build confidence through manageable risks (Gray et al., 2025). Activities such as climbing, balancing, digging and exploring natural environments allow children to develop both physical skills and emotional competence. Risky play, in particular, has been identified as an important aspect of children's development, enabling them to assess challenges, make decisions and develop independence (Brussoni et al., 2012).
Despite these recognised benefits, implementing meaningful outdoor learning experiences can present challenges for practitioners. Limited funding, staffing constraints and concerns surrounding health and safety may restrict opportunities for outdoor play. Some practitioners may also lack confidence in facilitating risky play experiences, leading to overly cautious approaches that reduce opportunities for exploration and independence. Consequently, although the curriculum strongly advocates outdoor learning, the quality and frequency of provision may vary significantly between settings (Kiviranta et al., 2024).
Another important feature of the framework is its approach to assessment and progression. Rather than relying on formal testing, practitioners are encouraged to use observation as a means of understanding children's learning and development (Welsh Government, 2022). Observations allow practitioners to identify children's interests, strengths and next steps while maintaining a focus on individual progress. This approach acknowledges that children develop at different rates and avoids comparisons based solely on age-related expectations (Department for Education, 2024).
This is particularly significant when considering the relative age effect within early childhood education. Children born at the beginning of an academic year may demonstrate different levels of development compared to those born towards the end of the year. For example, a child born in September may be almost a year older than a child born in August, despite being assessed within the same group (Urruticoechea et al., 2021). The framework's emphasis on progression rather than attainment provides a more equitable approach that recognises individual developmental pathways and reduces the risk of unfair comparisons (Taylor et al., 2018).

In conclusion, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales provides a holistic and child-centred approach to early childhood education. By prioritising play, wellbeing, belonging, outdoor learning and individual progression, the framework recognises that young children learn most effectively through meaningful experiences and positive relationships. Its emphasis on observation based assessment and developmental pathways supports an inclusive approach that values each child's unique strengths, interests and rate of development.
The framework also reflects contemporary educational theories and children's rights principles by recognising children as active participants in their own learning. However, while the curriculum promotes these ideals, challenges such as school readiness pressures, resource limitations and concerns surrounding outdoor learning may affect how consistently they are implemented in practice. Overall, the framework provides a strong foundation for supporting children's holistic development and lifelong learning, while encouraging practitioners to create nurturing environments where all children can thrive.


Part 2 – 

The concept of the Unique Child is a fundamental principle of early childhood education, recognising that every child develops at their own pace and is influenced by their individual experiences, culture, language, family background, abilities, beliefs and interests (Campbell-Barr, 2025). Although children may be of a similar chronological age, their learning and development can vary considerably due to biological, environmental and social factors. This highlights the importance of child-centred approaches that acknowledge and respond to individual differences rather than treating children as a homogenous group (Likhar, Baghel and Patil, 2022).
Assessment can be defined as the process of gathering information about children's learning, development and achievements in order to inform future planning and support (Department for Education, 2024). Within play-based curricula, assessment is often embedded within everyday experiences and may involve observations, documentation, interactions and reflective practitioner judgement. Effective assessment enables practitioners to identify children's strengths, interests and areas where additional support may be required (Welsh Government , 2023).
However, assessing young children presents challenges because development is rarely similar. Standardised expectations can disadvantage some learners, including children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), neurodiverse children, multilingual learners and younger children within an academic year group (ESTYN, 2024). For example, a child born in August may be assessed against the same expectations as a child born in September despite being almost a year younger.
This essay explores the concept of the Unique Child through relevant theory and its links to the Curriculum for Wales. It critically evaluates assessment methods within two play-based curricula: the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach in Italy. The discussion considers whether these approaches effectively support the principle of the Unique Child.

The concept of the Unique Child is supported by Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, which highlights the influence of family, school and wider society on children's development (Tong and An, 2024). Similarly, Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory (1978) argues that learning is shaped through social interaction, culture and language (Jeong et al., 2022). These theories suggest that children develop differently according to their experiences and circumstances.
This principle is reflected within the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which places learners at the centre of the curriculum and views progression as an individual journey rather than a series of fixed milestones. Through the Four Purposes, children are supported to become ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2024). Consequently, assessment should recognise children's diverse backgrounds, abilities and experiences rather than relying solely on age-related expectations.

The Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales adopts a play-based approach in which assessment is embedded within everyday experiences. Practitioners use observations, conversations and professional judgement to understand children's learning and development (Welsh Government, 2022).
Assessment is formative and focuses on identifying strengths, interests and next steps in learning rather than measuring attainment through formal testing. Evidence is gathered through children's play, interactions and discussions with parents and carers (Department for Education, 2024). The curriculum promotes a holistic understanding of children's physical, emotional, social and cognitive development and encourages practitioners to consider individual progression rather than comparing children with their peers. This approach aims to support inclusive practice for children with ALN, multilingual learners and those from diverse backgrounds (Welsh Government, 2023).

The Reggio Emilia approach views children as competent and capable learners. Assessment is carried out through pedagogical documentation, including photographs, observations, conversations, artwork and project work (Reggio Children, 2022).
Rather than measuring children against developmental milestones, documentation is used to understand how children think, learn and solve problems over time. Practitioners analyse children's interests and use this information to plan future learning experiences. The approach is influenced by the concept of the "hundred languages of children", recognising that children express themselves through many forms including speech, movement, art and play. Consequently, assessment focuses on children's individual learning journeys and values diverse ways of learning and communicating (Reggio Children, 2022).

Both the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach promote child-centred, play-based assessment practices that seek to understand children's learning and development. However, they differ significantly in how they assess progress and support the concept of the Unique Child.
A strength of the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained is its recognition that children develop at different rates and through different experiences. Assessment is embedded within play and focuses on identifying children's strengths, interests and next steps in learning (Welsh Government , 2023). This flexibility can be particularly beneficial for children with ALN, as practitioners can adapt assessment to reflect individual developmental pathways rather than expecting all children to achieve the same outcomes at the same time.
However, despite its child-centred intentions, assessment within the curriculum for funded non-maintained settings may still be influenced by developmental theories and expectations. Practitioners often draw upon developmental knowledge when making judgements about progress, which can unintentionally encourage comparison between children (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). This may create challenges for neurodivergent learners, including autistic children and those with ADHD, whose development may not follow typical patterns. If practitioners rely too heavily on developmental norms, children may be viewed through a deficit perspective rather than having their strengths recognised (Hens and Van Goidsenhoven, 2023).
Additionally, factors such as birth month can affect assessment outcomes. Research suggests that younger children within an academic year group often appear less advanced than their older peers despite being developmentally appropriate for their age. Therefore, assessing summer-born children using the same expectations as autumn-born children may not always be fair (Crawford, Dearden and Greaves, 2014).
In contrast, Reggio Emilia arguably provides a stronger reflection of the Unique Child principle. Through pedagogical documentation, practitioners focus on understanding children's individual ways of thinking, communicating and learning rather than measuring progress against developmental milestones. The concept of the hundred languages of children acknowledges that children express themselves in diverse ways, making the approach particularly inclusive for non-verbal children, multilingual learners and neurodivergent children (Manera, 2022).

Despite this strength, Reggio Emilia also has limitations. Assessment relies heavily on practitioner interpretation and documentation, which may introduce subjectivity and bias. Different practitioners may interpret children's actions differently, affecting the reliability of assessment evidence. Furthermore, the absence of clear developmental indicators may make it more difficult to identify developmental delays or additional support needs at an early stage (Brooker et al., 2010).
Overall, both approaches support the concept of the Unique Child by recognising children's individuality and valuing learning through play. However, Reggio Emilia places greater emphasis on children's unique identities and diverse forms of expression, whereas the Welsh curriculum seeks to balance individual progression with developmental understanding (Reggio Children, 2022).

The concept of the Unique Child recognises that every child develops differently due to a range of biological, social, cultural and environmental influences. Consequently, assessment practices must move beyond simple age-related comparisons and acknowledge the diverse experiences that shape children's learning and development.
This essay has explored the Unique Child through relevant theory and examined assessment methods within the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach. Both approaches use play-based assessment and seek to understand children as individuals. However, while the Welsh curriculum balances individual progression with developmental understanding, Reggio Emilia places greater emphasis on children's unique ways of learning, communicating and expressing themselves.
Understanding children's uniqueness is essential for practitioners because factors such as culture, religion, language, family circumstances, neurodiversity, ALN, refugee status and birth month can all influence development. A summer-born child should not necessarily be assessed in the same way as an older peer, just as a multilingual child should not be judged solely through monolingual expectations. Similarly, practitioners must recognise the needs of both children requiring additional support and those identified as More Able and Talented.
Ultimately, effective assessment should be used to understand how individual children learn rather than compare them with others. By recognising the uniqueness of every child, practitioners can provide more inclusive, equitable and meaningful learning experiences that support each child's individual journey and potential.





Part 3 –

Are mobile phones costing our children their voice?
Walk into any café, playground or supermarket and you are likely to see the same thing, adults scrolling through their phones while children sit beside them. It has become such a normal part of everyday life that many of us barely notice it anymore. But as an early years practitioner, I cannot help but think, what is happening to children's speech and language when conversations are being replaced by screens?
According to Speech and Language UK (2024), a record number of children are starting school with speech and language challenges. While the charity's report does not identify mobile phone use as a direct cause, some researchers have suggested that increased screen use and parental distraction by mobile devices may reduce the amount of face-to-face interaction and conversation that young children experience, which are important for language development (Muppalla et al., 2023). At the same time, mobile phones have become a constant presence in family life. While phones themselves are not the sole cause of speech delay, I believe their overuse is having a significant impact on children's opportunities to develop communication skills.
This issue concerns me because speech and language are the foundation of learning, relationships and emotional wellbeing. If children miss out on everyday conversations during their early years, the consequences can follow them throughout their education and beyond (Feldman, 2019).

Children Learn Language Through Interaction
Young children are not born knowing how to communicate. Language develops through repeated interactions with caring adults.
From birth, children learn through eye contact, facial expressions, turn-taking and conversation. Even before babies can talk, they are learning the rhythm of communication. They watch our faces, listen to our voices and respond to our reactions (Birulés et al., 2023).
According to developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky, children learn through social interaction with more knowledgeable others. In simple terms, children need adults who talk with them, not just around them (Shabani, 2016).
Language grows through interaction. A screen cannot replace that.

The Problem Is Not Just Children's Screen Time
When people discuss technology and children, the focus is often on children's screen use. However, I think we also need to talk about adult screen use.
How many times have we seen a child trying to gain a parent's attention while the parent is focused on their phone? How often are opportunities for conversation missed because notifications, messages and social media are competing for attention?
Researchers describe this as "technoference", when technology interrupts face-to-face interactions. According to research published in the journal Pediatrics, frequent interruptions caused by mobile devices can reduce the quality and quantity of parent-child interactions (Mackay et al., 2022).
This is not about blaming parents. Modern life is busy, and phones are often necessary for work, communication and everyday tasks. However, if we are honest, many of us could put our phones down more often and be more present with the children in our lives.

What I Am Seeing in Practice
As a practitioner, I have noticed increasing numbers of children entering settings with speech and language difficulties.
Some children struggle to maintain conversations. Others find it difficult to express their needs, follow instructions or engage in back-and-forth communication with peers.
Of course, there are many reasons why speech delays occur. Every child is unique, and language development is influenced by numerous factors. However, I cannot ignore the growing concern around reduced communication opportunities at home.
Children need thousands of words every day. They need stories, songs, questions, explanations and conversations. They need adults who listen and respond.
Unfortunately, a mobile phone cannot provide the same quality of interaction as a responsive adult.

Are We Creating a Generation of Passive Communicators?
One of my biggest concerns is that children are becoming consumers of communication rather than active participants.
Many digital platforms provide entertainment instantly. Children can watch videos, play games and access content without needing to communicate with others.
Real-life communication is different. It requires patience, listening, responding, negotiating and interpreting social cues.
These skills are developed through practice.
When children spend more time watching than talking, they miss valuable opportunities to develop the communication skills they need for school and life.
According to Speech and Language UK, approximately 1.9 million children in the UK are behind with talking and understanding words (Stephenson, 2024). While technology is not the only factor, it is difficult to ignore its growing influence on family interactions.

Online Safety Matters Too
My concerns extend beyond speech and language.
As children gain access to devices at younger ages, they are also exposed to risks online. Inappropriate content, cyberbullying and contact from strangers are genuine concerns for families and professionals (Bozzola, 2022).
Young children are simply not developmentally ready to navigate many of the challenges presented by online environments.
This is another reason why I believe we need to think carefully about children's access to devices and the messages we send about their importance.
Childhood should be filled with conversations, play, relationships and real-world experiences, not endless scrolling.

What Can We Do?
The solution is not banning technology completely. Mobile phones are part of modern life and are here to stay.
However, I believe we need to be more intentional about how we use them around children.
Simple changes can make a huge difference:
· Create phone-free family times.
· Put phones away during meals.
· Talk during journeys instead of relying on screens.
· Read stories together every day.
· Encourage children to ask questions and share their ideas.
· Model positive communication skills.
Most importantly, be present.
Children do not need perfect parents. They need responsive adults who are interested in what they have to say.

A Call to Action
The next time you pick up your phone while a child is talking to you, pause for a moment.
Ask yourself: could this message wait?
Every conversation matters. Every question a child asks is an opportunity for learning. Every interaction helps build the language skills that children will rely on for the rest of their lives.
As practitioners, parents and educators, we all have a role to play in protecting children's opportunities to communicate.
Because if we allow screens to replace conversations, we risk silencing the very voices we are trying to help grow.
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