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Early Years Curricula  
Section 1 –  
The Montessori Curriculum has been around since 1968 and centres around the child's learning through their own independence and choice according to Montessori Foundation (1992). Wales Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings (CFNMS) is a holistic approach to learning and developing and was developed in 2022 branching off from the Curriculum for Wales. These are both play based curricula and have the aim of supporting children from young to become their own person in a positive way.  
Montessori is aimed at children up to 18 years of age and is consistently followed throughout the curriculum at the child's pace and stage of development. One curriculum for children would be more manageable for practitioners. However, the Curriculum for Funded Non maintained settings is aimed at children aged 3-4 years of age specifically. This allows for less consistency on monitoring a child as they will come under a different curriculum once they hit 5 years of age. This does not allow for consistency or flexibility when monitoring children's growth and development like Montessori curriculum does Welsh Government (2022) 
There is a vast difference in the two curriculums with the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings focusing on a child becoming an ambitious and healthy individual. Thus, meeting the expectations in line with the United Nations Rights of the child (UNCRC) as well as ensuring the individual child is developing and learning holistically which is pivotal in the early years United Nations (1989). When a child has positivity imbedded from a young age, a positive outlook on learning and development, they will find it more enjoyable. Montessori have a similar outlook and believes children need independent experiences and will help to develop a child's natural growth and development Montessori (1969). 
Montessori believes it is important for children to make their own choices to allow them to become independent and eager learners allowing them to be happy to learn new things at their own pace. This allows the child to soak up more information and be able to naturally retain the information they are learning Lillard (2005).  
When looking at the role of the adult in each curricula it is evident that with the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings practitioners support and guide children through planned activities encouraging play and development Welsh Government (2022) whereas the Montessori curriculum allows for practitioners to observe and watch children, allowing them to choose their own activities and toys to play with and supporting them where needed or requested by the child. Furthermore, both curricula's do allow for practitioners to have a freer range of movement in what areas they incorporate various educational aspects into the children's play offering a wider scope for learning, growth and development Whalley (2021).  
The concept of play in both curriculums are different in respect of the real life feel that Montessori promotes from the outset. It is very much led by real life equipment rather than toys. For example, Montessori settings will have construction areas that have real tools that are suitably sized for the age of the children within the setting. However, the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings would be more likely to have plastic toy style equipment instead of real life. Although it offers the similar concept of construction and the idea of having broadened opportunities, the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings does not always provide authentic real-life equipment and opportunities. 
Montessori uses the term ‘work’ to describe play in early years Montessori (1969). This came from many years of adults observing how children play. It allowed adults to understand that play is how children make sense of the world around them. It allows children to grow and develop in their own ways allowing them to self-regulate and manage their own thoughts on life. Having the ‘tools’ to apply to everyday life events starts early on, particularly for children who are following the Montessori Method. It is more focused on the child and their own natural development and growth. The Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings sees play as purposeful and an achievement for the progression of a child's development Play Wales (n.d.). This is very similar to Montessori.  
Some settings incorporate the Montessori method into the curriculum they follow in Wales Whitewick (2020). This allows children to be able to explore their curiosity and real-life materials in a nurturing environment. This is evidential that allowing children to explore real life can only bring positive thoughts and provoke ideas allowing for children to have open ended play with resources which will naturally allow children to become more creative as they grow older Montessori Foundation (1992).  
The main difference between the two curriculums is the flexibility. Whilst the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings allows the planning to be flexible when mapping out ideas and thoughts on what activities the children are doing the Montessori is more structured and thoroughly observed.  
Overall, the Welsh curricula advocates purposeful play whilst the Montessori curricula sees open ended resources and play more imperative to a child's early development allowing them more growth and opportunities Carter (2023). 
Maria Montessori had firm beliefs of play for decades and her concept has never changed as has been seen throughout the curriculum. It does not evolve greatly from the main content that was originally created. However, this is not quite the case with the Curriculum for Wales and furthermore the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings. It has evolved over time more recently in Wales and although play has always been seen as a positive learning opportunity for children's early development, it seems ever growing and changing in today's newer curriculums.  
Whilst it may seem that practitioners are lowering their expectations for children in early years with less structural content and a broader concept of tracking children's progress with more free play, this is not necessarily the case. Welsh Government (2022) states that children who can lead their own play and choose which direction their play will go, allows the practitioner a broader assessment of the child which will be more accurate than if they had an activity set up for them to do and then potentially setting less abled children up to fail. This will then in turn have a negative impact on their wellbeing and can lead to a negative outlook on education and learning from the very beginning. Overall, both curricula's focus on believing in the child as an individual and focussing on their achievements that have been created from self-led play. 
Both curriculums emphasise on practitioners having strong relationships with the children to allow them to trust and feel a sense of belonging, as well as safety and security which will encourage a child to learn and thrive. This also links to parents who develop strong relationships with practitioners and become more secure and safe within the education setting their child is attending. This all collates to working in partnership Corum Pacey (2024) in the best interests of all concerned (Welsh Government 2022). Montessori St Nicholas Charity UK (n.d.) firmly agrees with working in partnership to help the child reach their full potential in educational settings and outside the setting.  
Unicef (1989) underpins working with parents to ensure the best interests of the child within Articles 5 – Parental Guidance and a Child's Evolving Capacities and Article 18 – Parental Responsibilities and State Assistance. 
Overall, the Montessori curriculum has been around for many years and is always based on using natural resources being the pivotal point for children's learning and development. This has never changed and over time remains the same concept. Unlike various other curriculums including the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings which has evolved from the Curriculum for Wales and changes with new ideas and ever-changing opinions of adults and research.  
Practitioners who are trained in early years will have gained important knowledge and understanding of the curriculums and will also be aware of the curriculum they will need to follow. However, the older generation who have been practitioners when it was solely play may not agree with the concept of having a curriculum to follow and use as a guide for children's development and believe there should not be a guide or structure like the curriculum for practitioners to follow as they believe that predominantly children will do as the adults say. This method would take away the element of child-led play and would prevent children from growing and developing holistically in their own time.  
Practitioners may not realise that play is actually based on children being able to learn and may see it as ‘free time’ to do as they wish. This does not support the concept of adults supporting children through play and learning as there will always need to be an element of guidance from practitioners to allow the opportunities for children to be given Curriculum for Wales (2022).  
It is evident that the more training or Continuous Professional development (CPD) as it is more widely known, a practitioner has will embed the knowledge that is needed to help support children in the early years to meet their full potential Coram Pacey (n.d.). 
 
Section 2  
The concept of the unique child is that every child is individual. They all have their own traits, personalities, beliefs, feelings and thoughts. No two children are ever the same. According to the Welsh Government (2022) children should be treated as individuals as underpinned by various articles within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, such as, Article 2 – Non-Discrimination and Article 6 – Life, Survival and Development. 
The Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings sets out clear guidance on how to track a child's development. This is more user friendly than previous development trackers. It focuses more on the child and how they develop themselves with some guidance and minimum input from practitioners Welsh Government (2022). This allows for more flexibility from practitioners to be able to log more information and go more in-depth with the individual that will be unique to the child. This allows then for next steps to be put into place allowing them to progress naturally through the stages. This is very similar to the Montessori approach. However, the Montessori approach is focused solely on the children and what materials they are capable of using. Neither curriculums are test based. 
Both curriculums are very alike in the sense they monitor the child's development based on observing the child playing. The observations are carried out by note taking. Many practitioners and settings who follow the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings evidence their findings through photographs as well as note taking and observing.  
The Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings is very child focused and allows the individual child’s achievements to be acknowledged, however, the Montessori focuses heavily on what the children can use rather than what they are achieving in a broad spectrum.  Montessori can base assessments on life skills and how a child develops their independent life skills with the equipment they use Montessori (1969). 
Although the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings gives guidance it allows practitioners to carry out observations and carry out record keeping in their own ways to allow the information to be more user friendly to families if needed. It also allows the children to be individually monitored which allows them to progress in their own time with no pressure. Whereas, Montessori waits for the whole class to progress together meaning some children are further advanced than their peers and are being kept behind Montessori (1969).  
This is a downside to the Montessori approach and does not allow for the child to be holistically unique in their learning and educational development.  
In comparison the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings allows for children who have emerging additional needs to be recognised in an efficient manner and the support they require be sought allowing them to have their individual needs met. Whilst both curriculums have the children's best interests at the centre of everything they do, the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings may potentially pick up children who need extra support quicker than a child who is following the Montessori approach.  
This leads to the question of how well observations work when they are not structured. It leaves them with no start and no end so does not clearly show what is being tracked and what the tracking can be compared against to see if a child is progressing and developing in the correct way for their age and stage of development. The observations are purely individual for each child and contain essential detail that will help the child move forward with guidance from the practitioner Welsh Government (2022a).  
The downfall to observations is the time that it takes practitioners to carry out for each individual child. This is where perhaps tracking sheets and tick boxes are useful. They are less time consuming but also less detailed which is not effective when you have a child with an emerging need.  
Furthermore, many early years settings are avoiding the age and stage of development tracking based on the evidence that shows assessing children on their own individual needs and development stage is more imperative for the child to be able to access what is needed for them at their own pace Welsh Government (2022). This allows the child to have their own needs met in every aspect. In doing this it minimises stress for not only the children but the parents as well as they will not be as concerned if their child is not doing the same as the child’s friends.  
No two children are the same. Every child develops at their own speed so the accuracy of age and stage assessments would not be practical to give an accurate assessment and outcome for children. This makes the age and stage criteria unsupportive when it comes to children's development Welsh Government (2022).  
The method currently being used by the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings and which has been used for many decades with Montessori is child focused and specific to the individual. This allows for the child to develop in their own time and in their own ways. In using these current methods, it relieves the practitioners of pressure in an ever changing, growing and developing generation.  
When a setting carries out observations the amount of paperwork is phenomenal. They are usually collated and handed to the next setting the child moves on to allowing them to continue the progression of the child's development with minimal interruption. This allows for a smooth transition as there will be so much information overall about the child from the current setting. This helps with transitions in the early years particularly as it can be a difficult and disrupting time transitioning from one school to another or one year group to another.  
The other barrier is staff being trained to carry out observations. There is a specific way to document observations and for practitioners who are new to the setting and still finding their feet this can be difficult. Especially for staff who have not had suitable training. It is important that the paperwork is consistent to allow for everyone to know where they are and ensure the correct information and plenty of detail is put into the observations.  
This can be particularly difficult if there is a lot of children in the group. Getting around everyone is hard. In many settings in Wales they work on a system where they have a child support worker allocated to a small number of children. This is to enable the practitioner to not become to overwhelmed and allows them to carry out observations in a clear, consistent way with the practitioner knowing their child best.  
The positive aspect of observations is being able to see how the individual child is progressing throughout their time in the setting. Allowing other practitioners to see where the child has started and how they have grown throughout their time. It is also helpful for parents to see their child's progress whilst in the setting. This can help break down any barriers that parents and practitioners may have. Seeing their child positively learning and growing helps parents feel more secure and settled.  
 Overall, observations show a true reflection of children's growth and development holistically. It is important to get a true idea of where a child is at to ensure their needs are being met in a suitable manner to where they are in their learning journey. This will ensure a steady progression step for the individual. If there was tick box assessments this would not have the same effect as there would be minimal information to reflect on. 
Montessori would benefit from having more observations done on the child as an individual rather than solely on what equipment they are able to use and then moving on. Whilst children may be able to learn how to use a materialistic item the speech and language that can be developed through play as well as other areas is insurmountable and needs to be captured within the observations. 
 Section 3 – 
Having been a childminder for the best part of 18 years and enjoying the freedom of being with the children and seeing where our days take us it was no surprise that I was feeling a little daunted at the prospect of having to follow a curriculum for my setting. It had always been very relaxed as a childminder and the expectations of carrying out observations and next steps really was a learning curve in my career. 
As a childcare setting, we follow the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings here in Wales and it has most definitely been a very welcomed curriculum. This curriculum has been created for settings that are not maintained by local authorities and is a branch of the Curriculum for Wales which is followed by all maintained schools in Wales Welsh Government (2022). The guidance is very user friendly and easy to follow which is a great help when your days are busy already. The curriculum only provides positive progress for children so there will be no negatives throughout the documentations which is always uplifting.  
It has allowed easier information sharing to take place with other practitioners to help support referrals for children who may have emerging additional learning needs. This has been useful for various practitioners. It allows practitioners to share information with parents in a user-friendly way. This helps all parties to understand and recognise ways to be able to support their child in the most effective way.  
For childminders there was little guidance in respect of the Curriculum for Wales 2022 and next steps for children in early years education when it was first implemented. This was until they brought out the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings. The Curriculum for Wales was very in-depth and slightly confusing for early years practitioners. It did not allow for freedom and flexibility. This is the opposite for the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings which has a firm focus on flexibility within the setting and observing children's development based on the activities they are doing including child led play. Practitioners can base their activities on the curriculum and observations they see throughout the working day with children in their care allowing the practitioners to map out the children's next steps to allow them to progress in a simple direction that is unique to the individual child. 
The Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings allows practitioners to monitor the development and progress in a way that suits the individual setting. I have done my observations in the form of a scrapbook. This method is enjoyable for me to do as well as capturing all the little moments of development and progression that would be missed if it was a simpler method such as tick boxes. Parents enjoy looking through the scrap books without realising that they are looking at the progress of their child and their next steps. This allows parents to encourage their child's development at home, creating a working in partnership relationship positively Coram Pacey (2024). It is also a lovely keepsake for parents and the feedback from having the scrapbooks has been exceptional. 
The scrap books are also used by professionals such as health visitors and the medical professionals to help support referrals of autism etc. This is a positive move in the childminding work to be recognised as an equal to school settings, being able to support referrals as we are usually with the children the most and know each individual really well.   
Having this information on each individual child allows me to plan activities for children of all ages to be able to develop the next steps for them and allowing me to easily document them. It does take away an element of child led play but is flexible and allows me as the practitioner to ensure children are able to guide their own learning through play Pacey Cymru (n.d). 
Pacey Cymru are advocates of the curriculum and believe children’s wellbeing, overall growth and development flourish through play. Pacey Cymru (n.d.) and Early Years Wales (n.d.) regularly provide training for practitioners, supporting the curriculum and the development of not only the children but the practitioners as well. This is inclusive of childminders and means we are seen and valued in the same way as various other childcare providers. In an ever-evolving world childminders are becoming more recognised and important in educating children in the early years with the most vital time for learning happening in this period. It is the time when children’s brains soak up so much information and their neurological links develop to ground them for the rest of their lives into adult hood Shonkoff (2000). 
Furthermore, childminders are in a fortunate position to be able to allow young children home from home care where they feel more comfortable. This enables observations and monitoring of development to be more natural and formative which practitioners may not see if they are in a setting with more children.  
Overall, the Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Settings, I believe works fantastically for the childminding provisions. It works really well with smaller numbers of children in the group and although can be time consuming in comparison to a checklist format, it captures so much more information. This is not necessarily the best option for bigger scale settings but definitely works for the smaller settings.  
Training would be great for everyone who requires it and will allow for all practitioners to be aware of what is expected of them from the outset. This will allow for everyone to have the same understanding of how to follow the specific curriculum and how to maintain the children's learning journey effectively.  
All these adaptations to the mindset of a practitoner and also the setting will allow for the Curriculum of Funded Non Maintained Settings to work in a holistic way for everyone involved.   
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