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Randolph et el. 2023) argues that the best way to educate children is a long- standing challenge. Green (2022) states curriculum can be viewed in three interconnected ways being a concept, a form of practice, and an area of academic study. Curriculum may be understood as the syllabus or subject content that educators teach within educational settings (Stentiford and Koutsouris, 2022). Department of Education (2024) identifies the national curriculum sets out the subjects and standards that primary and secondary pupils are expected to learn and achieve to ensure pupils are learning the same things. However, Stentiford and Koutsouris (2022) argue researchers who specialise in curricula do not all agree on what it is or what it should look like.
Play-based learning (PBL) is widely recognised worldwide as an effective approach to early childhood education (Qayyum, Fatima and Iram, 2024). Similarly, Mohammed et al. (2026) state PBL is an ‘acclaimed pedagogical approach’ within the field of early childhood education globally. PBL is fundamentally focused on children’s play, with teachers supporting and extending the learning that occurs through play such as development of social skills and self-regulation (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016). Although inclusive education can be hard to define (Hutt, 2020), curricula are supposed to be inclusive and accessible by all children (Brodzeller et al., 2018). However, children with additional learning needs (ALN) may struggle to learn through this way research indicates that early year’s children may perceive peers with ALN as different, difficult to understand, and less desirable to play with (Chen,2017).
This assignment will explore how play-based curricula shape understandings of children’s ALN, alongside challenges in implementation.
Curriculum for Wales
Previously, Wales heavily adopted the same national curriculum as England, however it failed to acknowledge and incorporate Welsh culture, language, and heritage (Evans, 2022). Welsh Government (2019) state the new curriculum is designed reshape pedagogical approaches within the education system, improve educational standards and minimise giving equal opportunities to succeed academically. 
The school curriculum in Wales should encompass all planned learning experiences and assessment activities designed to achieve the agreed aims and purposes of education (Donaldson, 2015, p. 6). Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales Framework requires schools to develop their own curriculum and assessment approaches in collaboration with learners, parents, carers, and the wider local community (Welsh Government 2026), also considering the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2022b). 
Wales use the term ALN to describe any person with learning difficulties or disabilities that require extra learning provision (Welsh Government, 2022a). As the new curriculum is designed to meet the needs of all learners, it also aligns with Wales’s commitment to supporting children and young people with ALN (OECD,2020) which is relevant as a sixth of children in Welsh schools have ALN (Welsh Government, 2022c). Donaldson (2015) recommended the structure should promote an inclusive approach in which all children and young people progress along the same continuum, regardless of their ALN. Most schools reported that the Curriculum for Wales had strengthened their focus on equity and inclusion, particularly for learners with ALN (Welsh Government, 2025). 
The principles guiding the ALN transformation programme reflect the approaches to practice outlined in the Curriculum for Wales reforms (Conn and Hutt, 2020).
Montessori Education
Starting in 1909, Maria Montessori presented her ‘child-centred, resource-based pedagogy’ (Williams, 2022, par. 1). Originally developed through the study and observation of children with cognitive disabilities (Di Blasi et al., 2025), Randolph et al. (2023) notes that Montessori is the one of the oldest and most widely adopted alternative approaches to education worldwide. Furthermore, the Montessori approach has become increasingly recognised for promoting practical learning, self-motivation, and children’s overall development, all of which support a more inclusive learning environment (Mallet and Schroeder, 2018). Likewise, Di Biasi et al. (2025) suggests as ME promotes cognitive, adaptive, and social development, it is believed to be effective in supporting the learning and individual needs of children with ALN. 
Montessori (1964) cited in Fleming et al. (2023) claim that rather than educating as a whole class, Montessori teachers support learners individually or in small groups while encouraging independent learning. Similarly, Fleming et al. (2023) argues ME adopts a child-centred approach that focuses on individual learning needs, rather than the standardised approach often associated with traditional education. Furthermore, following these approaches provides an environment for children to learn and grow at their own pace (Yıldırım Doğru and Bilge Doğru, 2024).  
ME offers environments that will provide learning experiences (Bednarczuk, 2023). Foster (2025) states the teacher, as a guide, and the carefully prepared environment create a structured, orderly setting that balances freedom with clear boundaries. They continue to explain this enables children to participate in meaningful activities that foster independence, concentration, and intrinsic motivation. Agrees stating the role of a ME teacher is about guiding learning rather than teaching content (Demangeon et al. 2023).
Compare and Contrast
The Welsh Curriculum has a learner- centred designed where children have agency and choice, much like ME where learning is self-directed and view children as active participants. (Swargiary, 2024). Both can be linked to article twelve of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child stating ‘every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously’ (UNICEF, no date).
Both frameworks work in a holistic way looking at the whole child and not just academic achievements (Education Wales, 2022; Isaacs, 2018). The Curriculum for Wales and ME share principles that education should prepare them for life experiences (Lillard et al., 2021) and not just assessments. Furthermore, children learn best when they decide how they want to learn. ME advocates for children to manage their own learning and environments which can also been seen in the four principles in the Welsh Curriculum stating children should be ‘ambitious, capable learners’ ‘enterprising’ and ‘creative’, all requiring independence (Education Wales, 2022).
Regarding ALN, ME respects the different paces of learning for children making it suitable to support children with ALN (Swargiary, 2024), like the Welsh Curriculum with emphasis on inclusion and equity (Conn and Davis, 2023). 
One of the large differences between the two approaches is ME is a philosophy where the Welsh Curriculum is a government designed framework national curriculum and requires following legislation (Welsh Government, 2024), whereas ME is not tied to national standards, it can be used world-wide. Montessori is a philosophy‑driven, child‑led, materials‑based approach, while the Welsh Curriculum is a national framework focused on broad competencies, progression steps, and teacher‑designed learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2024a).
Critical Analysis of Implementation
Perzolli et al. (2026) states inclusive education increasingly focuses on pedagogical approaches that encourage all learners to participate actively, develop independence, and engage meaningfully in their learning. However, Knight and Crick (2021) and Conn and Hutt (2020) argue the concept of inclusive education is complex and subject to varying interpretations. Therefore, delivering inclusive education will vary depending on the adult. 
Both frameworks require the teachers to be enabling adults, who can guide and scaffold. Welsh Government (2023) describe an enabling adult as someone who supports children’s agency, create enabling environments who expand on children’s existing knowledge to support holistic learning.  Scaffolding can be seen in Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development and refers to the space between what a child can achieve on their own and what the child can achieve with help from a more capable person (Ness, 2022).  Hail and Ghirmai (2024) maintain scaffolding can be understood and delivered differently by different practitioners. Therefore, how they integrate learning and play in their classrooms can vary. Although the curriculum for Wales is designed to give teachers more freedom, Evans (2025) draws attention to the fact teachers are unsure of how far they can deviate from Curriculum for Wales documentation.
Furthermore, Murphy, Greenway and Conn (2024) state from a social constructivist perspective, teachers recognise that children’s development is shaped not only by their abilities, but their social relationships, resources and access to the curriculum. However, Con and Hutt (2020) argue meeting the needs of all learners can be challenging for professional development, as teachers need to reflect on their own unconscious biases that may create barriers to learning. 
Welsh Government (2025b) report that senior management struggle to deliver with structural issues and budgets, particularly in more deprived areas and learners who already face other challenges. Research shows that inequality closely corresponds with socio- economic status (Power, Newton and Taylor, 2020). This highlights the importance of recognising that not all learners begin their education with the same opportunities or advantages. Consequently, school leaders must consider how resources can be distributed equitably to support inclusion, which disadvantaged learners have meaningful opportunities to achieve their full potential.
Given that many issues appear to stem from the knowledge and capabilities of the adult, further consideration is needed to explore the underlying reasons for these challenges. Woodcock and Hardy (2017) argue some teachers perceive inclusion negatively, while few fully recognise the importance of providing appropriate resources, acknowledging individual needs, and ensuring all learners are represented. Edwards (2025) draws attention to how teaching assistants lacked confidence on the new Curriculum for Wales due to lack of training and knowledge, consequently generating concerns they would not be able to support ALN effectively. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2025a) report an overwhelming feeling from practitioners of curriculum-making demands and report they felt ‘unsupported by national and regional guidance, resources and networks’.

Section 2
Assessment
Schellekens et al. (2021) and Rutherford, Pritchard and Francis (2024) state assessment plays a crucial role in a student’s learning with Schellekens et al. (2021) describing it as a wide range of methods which are used to evaluate a student’s performance. Similarly, Welsh Government (2024b) maintains assessment aims to facilitate individual learner progression at a suitable pace by providing appropriate levels of support and challenge.
Welsh Government (2025a) report a mix of assessment methods with some being more traditional such as literacy and numeracy tests. However, it has been bought to light that these may not align with the new Curriculum for Wales aspirations (Welsh Government (2025a). Other forms of assessment include peer- assessment and self-evaluation (Welsh Government, 2025a). 
Department of Education (2026, p.8) state ‘every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident, and self-assured.’ Strassberger (2025) draws attention to concerns that assessments may not capture the needs and strengths of all children as previously mentioned, children develop at their own pace (Kersna et al. 2025). Cairns (2022) also recognises assessments may not provide equity and can focus too much on tested curricula rather than individual needs. The unique child must be considered through assessment as article twenty-nine in the UNCRC states ‘education must develop every child’s personality’ (UNICEF, no date). 
This section will explore the unique child in more depth and consider two play-based curriculums, how they assess and what it means for the unique child. 
Unique Child
A unique child can be viewed as a sense of their own unique personality and knowing their individuality is the heart of practice (CPD College,2015). Bly et al. (2026) believe when children begin attending an early childhood education and care (ECEC) setting, they bring their own unique characteristics, backgrounds, and experiences shaped by their home lives and communities.
When considering the unique child, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory looks at external factors that can influence a child’s development (Burakgazi, 2024). They continue to state the theory suggests looking at the child holistically to understand the context of a child’s development. The theory emphasises that children develop within interacting environmental systems: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem (Komari & Aslan, 2025 cited in Ilahy, Latipah, Nafi'atussa'adah, 2025). When considering all these factors, it allows to understand the child better.
Fu, Wu and Zhuo (2024) consider the holistic development to include physical, cognitive, social and emotional growth. They believe holistic development contributes to well-being and future success. Pitchik et al. (2021) agrees stating holistic development affects later life outcomes.
Within the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales, the first purpose states they aim ‘to support healthy, confident individuals’ (Welsh Government, 2022b).  Focusing on the word ‘individual’ it suggests the Curriculum for Wales acknowledges the importance of working with the unique child. Furthermore, the overarching principle of the Welsh Curriculum encompasses holistic learning, working with the whole child’s wellbeing linking back to Bronfenbrenner’s theory. 
The unique child must be considered during assessment to provide equity as children develop at their own pace (Letzel- Alt and Pozas, 2025). However, Namasak and Musunga (2026) argue that assessments are designed for the ‘average’ pupil therefore not considering factors like ALN, culture, or English as an additional language.   
Welsh Curriculum
The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 provides the legal framework for the Curriculum for Wales, organising education for learners aged three to sixteen around key areas of learning and experience. How children are assessed 
Welsh Government (2024b) state ‘assessment is intrinsic to curriculum design’ and take place is to support individual learner needs, reflect on individual learner progression and to reflect on practice. They continue to explain assessment should aim to support learners’ progress by identifying what they have already learned and using this understanding to provide appropriate challenges and support tailored to each learner’s individual needs. 
One form of assessment Welsh Government (2024c) recommend is observation. Kumar and Sharmar (2023) note observation is always taking place by simply watching a child to gain insight. Direct observation is when the observer is watching the events in real time (Ciesielska, Boström and Öhlander, 2018). They continue by stating compared with other qualitative research methods, observation involves having less control over the environment or situation being studied. However, direct observations often have a specific goal to measure and are often scored and summarised using standardised methods (Hojnoski, et al., 2018).
Although there are many benefits to observations, the Hawthorne effect (HE) should be considered. The HE is where a child may change their behaviour due to noticing that they are being observed (Berkhout et al., 2022).  Therefore, the observer may not get an accurate reflection of what the child is capable of, affecting the reliability of their findings.
Reggio Emilia
The Reggio Emilia Approach (REA) is a widely recognised educational philosophy and teaching method used in early childhood education around the world (Manera, 2022). Despite influencing early years settings around the world, there has been small amount of evidence reported on the outcome in later life (Biroli et al. 2018). Biroli et al. (2018) recognise in this approach, educators do not aim to achieve specific academic goals.  
Teachers monitor children’s development by actively listen to them, engaging in conversations through questioning and discussion, and scaffold to support to encourage and enhance the child’s learning (Biroli et al. 2018; Kniel, 2026). 
Wien, Guyevskey and Berdoussis (2011) and Asai (2019) describe the use pedagogical documentation within REA to focus on how the child learns rather than measuring the outcomes of teaching. This differentiated assessment approach allows to focus on the continuous development of a child and is a positive way to assess individuals diverse learning preferences (Sari, Padmadewi and Utami, 2026). Pedagogical documentation identifies value in children’s language and is used to avoid typical standardised assessments (Asai, 2019) and has become an alternative way to the traditional approaches of assessment (Sorzio and Campbell Barr, 2019). Alaçam (2026) also recognises pedagogical documentation allows for parents to understand the child’s experiences, their interests and enables them to support them at home.
REA still document children’s progress, not through testing, but by displaying pictures of their learning around the classroom and on display boards. These document how the child works, plans and what they have produced (Coşkun, 2022). 
Critical Analysis
As previously mentioned, the Curriculum for Wales has been designed to give educators more flexibility. Jackson (2019) argues advocates for a flexible curriculum acknowledge that diversity and unpredictability are inherent features of teaching and learning. Therefore, they argue that educational systems should be designed to embrace and respond to these differences rather than attempting to control them. However, it can be argued that the Curriculum for Wales is not as flexible as REA as it still needs to follow framework and legislation. On the other hand, Landi and Pintus (2022) recognise there are no written definition of what establishes REA, suggesting it could be too flexible and with educators not knowing the right way to deliver the approach, it could be too varied. 
In the Reggio Emilia region, the REA is influenced by the area’s cultural and historical background (Guo and Rouse, 2025). This is reflected in the use of open-ended resources, natural materials, and distinctive approaches involving the local community in children’s learning and development. Because of this, settings elsewhere may struggle to recreate REA affectively and have different variations due to different cultural contexts (Landi and Pintus, 2022). 
Focusing more on the development of a child rather than the outcomes allows for children to learn in a more diverse way and supports non- linear pathways (Rusli and Nagy, 2023) than compared to the Curriculum for Wales who must work towards principles of progression (Welsh Government, 2020).
It could be argued that the Curriculum for Wales focuses too much on age- related expectations as they asses to see whether children are making ‘expected progress’ (Welsh Government, 2020). As each child progresses through their year groups, what is expected of the academically is standardised and not considering the unique child. Giving the flexibility of REA and focusing on child- lead activities it would appear to be more suitable for children with ALN. ALN benefit from environments that allow them to explore and express themselves aligning with REA viewing every child as capable, competent, and full of potential (Rusli and Nagy, 2023). However, without the structure and interventions, children with ALN may not progress as much as if they received the tailored support the Curriculum for Wales offers. Furthermore, (Hassani and Schwab, 2021) draws attention to the fact children are not often included in the decision process about their interventions, and this could lead to an increase of effects and consider the unique child more. However, Hassani and Schwab (2021) note there has been no research taken on children being included in the decision process of interventions and the effects. 
The REA appears more supportive of the unique child by focusing on what the child can do rather than what they want them to achieve. However, challenges to implementing the REA consistently and achieving the goals of this approach can be complex due to teachers not understanding the principles or not having the resources (Muslim et al., 2025). 

Blog 
Why bucket time is a waste of time
Bucket time is a key intervention strategy used in early years settings to support children with concentration and engagement. Despite all the evidence to support its effectiveness, it still often overlooked, not deemed as important or viewed as choice to whether the practitioner can make time for it. Given all the research of the importance of early interventions then why is this not taken seriously? Is it because it’s fun, entertaining and is play and still not viewed for ‘learning’?
Bucket time is designed to help children with their attention skills in group settings. Originally designed by Gina Davies and for children on the autism spectrum, it is now used for any child who struggles to keep their attention during adult-lead group activities. The intervention helps with shared attention, group participation, listening and waiting skills. Staff providing bucket time have even said they have noticed children’s tolerance of other children improve. 
This happens through four different stages. The first using exciting, colourful and sensory objects to capture their attention. Once they can sit through this an adult will then do an activity in front of them. This could be drawing faces in flour or using playdough. Next the children will participate in turn taking with the final stage of the child completing a related task independently. Building up to the final stage where the children can stay on task independently works in line with the Curriculum for Wales and their four purposes (Welsh Government, 2025a). 
Currently, 8.8% of pupils in Wales have ALN (Welsh Government, 2026b) and that’s not considering the children who aren’t on pathways or just struggle with keeping their attention. Children have unlimited access to technology nowadays and having everything on demand, never having to wait through adverts or even experiencing being bored, they are missing learning fundamental skills of waiting. 
It is surprising the number of children coming through early years settings and not knowing how to play. Play based learning is a highly researched topic and not a new concept within the early years. As Piaget’s theory shows that children learn best through exploration and interaction. The experiences we provide for the children will give them the space to learn how they need to. Play based learning provides the children to learn essential skills such as turn taking and sharing.
So should we just let children be children and not worry about how long they can sit on a carpet in nursery. Shouldn’t we be advocating for children to have free choice and let them decide how they want to learn? Shouldn’t we let children learn at their own pace? Absolutely! But we also know joint attention skills have been linked with language and social development skills which will help throughout life. Also bucket time is fun! It works because it focuses on joy over compliance and has been built to share excitement and curiosity. 
The need for bucket time is clearly high so why is it not being implemented to its full potential? What are the issues to why it is not being used more often to help children and to bring equity to the classroom? 
A fundamental reason is time restraints on teaching staff. Staff feel like they don’t have enough time in the day trying to juggle delivering the curriculum, hitting certain criteria’s and say they feel like interventions take away from high-quality pedagogy they want to deliver. However, I would argue that interventions are a strong aspect of delivering high-quality pedagogy by providing for the child’s needs. After all, isn’t that the main goal? Yes it takes time to prepare and gather the resources, but the benefits of how it can help should outweigh the reasons not to. 
It is easier said than done however when staff are already stretched and adult- lead activities often take precedence. Within a year, there were 323 less teachers and 649 less support staff working in the education sector in Wales (Welsh Government, 2026b). The pressures are increasing resulting in a high- turnover of staff. Consequently, this has an effect on who are trained in interventions and who has a deep understanding of why they are doing it and how. Seventy six percent of teachers were reported to wanting more training on the rights of the child. 
With budget cuts happening in the education, do schools even have the funds to send staff on training? Do the schools have the appropriate resources that’s required for bucket time? The Curriculum for Wales is supposed to be child- centred and focuses heavily on inclusion and equity. It is hard to believe it’s not contradicting though when you look at the facts. There is an increase of children with an Individual Development Plan (IDP) with approximately 39,500 children in maintained schools across Wales having an IDP. However, cuts to interventions and additional learning needs have been made. 
So why is bucket time a waste of time? Well, the fact of the matter it isn’t. Ultimately, it depends on the success of the delivery. When factors such as individual needs, accessibility, pressure to participate and a lack of flexibility are overlooked, the activity can become less effective and potentially exclusionary. We must remember that every child is different! The importance of inclusive, flexible, and individualised teaching approaches cannot be overlooked. Perhaps, instead of questioning bucket time, we should be questioning how we can make it work for every child!
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