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[bookmark: _Int_pWgTQHFQ]A critical comparison of the Forest School approach and the curriculum for Wales in supporting learners needs through outdoor learning. 
Education is the structured process through which learners acquire knowledge, skills, and values to prepare them for life and participation in society (Education Wales, 2025). A curriculum acts as the framework that defines what children learn and how they learn it. Its purpose extends beyond academic attainment to supporting emotional, physical, and social development, especially during the early years when play is central to learning (Hwb.gov.uk 2020).
In education, play-based learning has gained recognition for fostering curiosity, creativity, and resilience. A play-based curriculum encourages children to learn through exploration and interaction with their environment, developing problem-solving and communication skills in meaningful contexts (Education Endowment Foundation, n.d). Outdoor play offers opportunities for sensory engagement and risk-taking that support holistic development, especially for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) who may benefit from less structured, multi-sensory experiences. (Estyn, 2024).
This portfolio will cover three sections. In section one early years curricula will be discussed and compared with two curricula, such as the Curriculum for Wales and Forest Schools. In section two, assessment will be discussed, focusing on the “Unique Child” and section three will feature a blog on “Do children spend enough time outdoors?”.
The Curriculum for Wales (CfW), introduced in 2022, represents a significant shift towards a child-centred, holistic education system. It is built around four core purposes, aiming to develop learners who are ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022).
The CfW is designed to be flexible and inclusive, allowing educators to tailor learning experiences to meet individual learners’ needs. In the Foundation Phase (ages 3–7), play and active engagement are fundamental (Gov.uk, 2014). Outdoor learning is not an optional add-on but a statutory expectation, integrated across six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), including Health and Well-being, Science and Technology, and Expressive Arts (Bera Journals, 2020).
The curriculum recognises the outdoors as a rich learning environment, supporting physical development, well-being, and curiosity. Outdoor activities promote independence and risk management, offering real-world contexts for learning (Ceryn Evans, n.d). For example, a lesson in mathematics and numeracy might involve measuring distances outside, while language, literacy, and communication can be supported through storytelling in natural settings (Central South Consortium, n.d).
For learners with ALN, outdoor learning can reduce anxiety, increase engagement, and enhance sensory processing. Many children with additional needs, such as autism spectrum disorder or ADHD, respond positively to open spaces, tactile materials, and natural sensory input. Outdoor play allows for non-verbal communication, collaboration, and motor skill development in ways that traditional classrooms often cannot accommodate (Fledglings, 2018).
The Curriculum for Wales's strengths lies in its inclusive and flexible design. Teachers have professional autonomy to adapt content and pedagogy to meet learners’ needs. The emphasis on experiential, cross-curricular learning enables children to connect knowledge to real-world experiences. Furthermore, the Welsh Government provides guidance promoting equity, sustainability, and well-being, aligning with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Gov.uk, 2016).
Despite its strengths, implementation poses challenges. Many schools face funding limitations that restrict access to outdoor resources or suitable green spaces. Urban schools may lack natural environments, and time pressures from curriculum delivery can reduce opportunities for unstructured outdoor play. Teachers also require training and confidence in outdoor pedagogy, but professional development opportunities are inconsistent across local authorities (National Education Union, 2023). Moreover, supporting ALN learners outdoors requires additional adult support for safety and engagement. High class sizes and limited staffing can hinder inclusion, as one-to-one supervision may be necessary but impractical (The Teachers Union, n.d).
The Forest School approach originated in Scandinavia, particularly Denmark, where outdoor kindergartens have long been a feature of early education. The model was introduced to the UK in the 1990s and is now widely practised in early years and primary settings (The Forest School Association 2014). Forest School is defined by the Forest School Association (FSA, 2018) as “a learner-centered process that offers regular opportunities for holistic growth through play, exploration and supported risk-taking in a natural setting” (Twinkl, n.d).
Forest School is guided by six key principles (Forest School Association, 2018). Sessions occur regularly over time in a natural environment. Learning is learner-led and based on exploration and play. The process supports holistic development emotional, social, physical, and cognitive. Practitioners are also qualified Forest School leaders, trained to assess and manage risk. Relationships between learners and leaders are built on trust and respect. And the approach encourages resilience, confidence, and independence through supported risk-taking (Bamboo Childcare, n.d).
Forest School draws heavily on constructivist and experiential learning theories, notably Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s emphasis on learning through interaction with the environment and others. It also aligns with Froebelian principles that value play, nature, and the child’s intrinsic motivation to explore (Sean Mcleod, 2024). Learning is emergent rather than prescribed, activities evolve from children’s interests, such as den-building, fire lighting, or using natural materials creatively (Froebel Trust, n.d).
For ALN learners, Forest School offers a safe and non-judgmental environment. Forest School’s focus on small-group, relational learning helps build confidence and social skills. The emphasis on achievable, child-initiated goals ensures that every learner experiences success at their own pace (Forest School Life, 2022).
Research (Waite Sue, 2019) shows that Forest School improves children’s self-esteem, communication, and motivation. It promotes inclusive education by valuing diverse abilities and learning styles. Its learner-led ethos supports autonomy and emotional well-being, particularly for those disengaged from formal schooling. The approach also contributes to sustainability education, fostering respect for the environment (The Old Station Nursery, 2023).
However, Forest School also faces practical and systemic challenges. It requires trained leaders, which can be costly and time-consuming for schools. Regular access to woodlands or green spaces is not always feasible, especially in urban areas. Weather, risk management, and accessibility for children with mobility issues can limit participation. Funding and staffing are recurring issues, like those affecting the Curriculum for Wales (School Uni Guide, 2025). Additionally, curriculum accountability and assessment demands can discourage schools from investing time in extended outdoor sessions.
Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Forest School approach share a strong philosophical alignment. They are the same in child-centred and play-based learning, valuing exploration, autonomy, and experiential engagement with the environment.
The two frameworks also emphasise holistic development. Both aim to nurture confident, resilient, and creative learners by connecting education to the natural world. They encourage problem-solving, teamwork, and curiosity, which are central to lifelong learning. Importantly, both models are highly inclusive and responsive to Additional Learning Needs, promoting differentiated and sensory learning experiences (Care Learning, n.d). 
However, there are also important differences between the two. The Curriculum for Wales is a national policy framework, broad, flexible, and designed to cover all subjects and stages of learning. Outdoor education is one important strand within it but not its sole focus (hwb.gov.uk n.d). Forest School, on the other hand, is a specialist educational philosophy built entirely around outdoor, nature-based learning. It provides a much more immersive experience, with sessions taking place regularly and over an extended period (Forest School Association, 2018).
When it comes to ALN support, Forest School often has the edge in practice. Its small-group, relational style of learning allows for individualised attention and adaptive communication strategies. The pace is slower and more responsive to each child’s needs, which can be particularly beneficial for those with learning or emotional difficulties (Sara Knight, Janine Kim Coates, 2023). The Curriculum for Wales promotes inclusion and flexibility in theory, but large class sizes, tight schedules, and limited resources can make truly personalised outdoor learning hard to achieve in mainstream settings (NDNA, n.d).
Both approaches face similar barriers in Wales. Schools often struggle with funding, teacher training, and access to natural spaces. Even though the Welsh Government promotes outdoor learning through policy and guidance, provision can vary significantly between local authorities. Teachers may also feel pressured by academic demands or risk assessments, leading to fewer opportunities for outdoor play (Gov.uk, 2019). The national framework of the CfW provides structure and inclusivity, while Forest School offers depth and expertise in outdoor pedagogy.
Both the Curriculum for Wales and the Forest School approach place outdoor learning at the heart of holistic education. They share a belief in the power of nature and play to develop confident, resilient, and creative learners. The Curriculum for Wales provides a flexible national framework that integrates outdoor learning across subject areas, supporting teachers to adapt their practice to individual needs (Childcom.Wales, n.d). The Forest School approach, meanwhile, offers a deeply immersive, learner-led model that has been proven to boost self-esteem, emotional well-being, and inclusion, particularly for children with ALN (Alison Murphy, 2024).
While both approaches have their strengths, they also face practical challenges such as funding, training, and access to outdoor spaces. The Curriculum for Wales's potential is often limited by classroom pressures, while Forest School's resources' demands can make it difficult to sustain. 

Considering the concept of the “Unique Child” by critically evaluating methods of assessment within the play-based curricula. 
Every child develops at their own pace, with their own strengths, needs, and experiences. This belief underpins modern early years pedagogy and is captured in the idea of the “unique child” (Department for Education, 2025). Recognising each child as an individual has become a cornerstone of early childhood education in the UK, reflected in frameworks such as the Curriculum for Wales and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England. Within these frameworks, assessment and progress tracking are essential processes used to understand how children learn and to plan meaningful support (Cathy Nutbrown, n.d).
The concept of the unique child highlights that every child is an individual learner with their own trajectory of development, influenced by genetics, environment, relationships, and culture (Department for Education, 2021). The EYFS principle states that “every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident, and self-assured.” This reflects the idea that learning is not linear and that each child brings their own knowledge, culture, and experiences to the setting (Brooker, 2011).
This section will critically explores how the concept of the unique child influences assessment and progress tracking within play-based curricula, with a particular focus on the Curriculum for Wales. It begins by defining what is meant by “the unique child” and provides a brief overview of assessment and its purpose in early education. It then considers why it is important to take individual differences into account during assessment before examining how the Curriculum for Wales reflects the principle of uniqueness. In section two I will evaluate two methods of assessment, a developmental observation approach and a Forest School assessment model, discussing how each supports or limits the concept of the unique child, including consideration for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN).
Seeing the child as unique is also a philosophical stance. It moves educators away from viewing development as a checklist of milestones and instead encourages observation of each child’s emerging capabilities and interests (Julian Greiner, n.d). This approach is supported by theorists such as Bronfenbrenner (1979), whose ecological systems theory explains that development happens within multiple layers of context, from family and community to culture and policy, meaning no two children’s experiences are the same. Similarly, Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory emphasises that children learn through social interaction, which varies depending on the child’s background, language, and relationships.
In practice, recognising the unique child means valuing diversity, personal histories, and different learning pathways. It requires practitioners to view children holistically, not just through what they can do academically, but through how they play, think, feel, and relate to others (Dr Sue Allingham, 2023).
Assessment in early years settings involves gathering information about a child’s development, learning, and wellbeing and using this to support planning and communication (Nutbrown, 2018). It can take various forms, such as formative assessment, which happens continuously through observation and reflection, guiding day-to-day planning. And summative assessment, which summarises learning over a longer period to evaluate progress or share information with parents and professionals.
Effective assessment should be holistic, ongoing, and embedded in everyday interactions. The Welsh Government (2022) emphasises that early year's assessment must “recognise each child’s unique identity, background, and experiences” and that play is the most natural context for observing learning.
However, assessment can also be problematic. Age-and-stage development models, such as Development Matters (DfE, 2021), are designed to offer benchmarks but can be misused as rigid measures of “normal” development. Assessment that honours the unique child is more ethical, inclusive, and developmentally appropriate. It positions children as capable learners on individual journeys rather than as data points to be compared (Birth to 5 Matters, 2010).
The Curriculum for Wales is a learner-centred philosophy that aligns strongly with the idea of the unique child. It is built around the “Four Purposes”, aiming to develop children as ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022).
Within this framework, teachers and practitioners are encouraged to design learning that builds on children’s interests, backgrounds, and local contexts, known as 'cynefin' (sense of place). For early years, the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (2022) explicitly states that “every child is unique, and their development is rapid between birth and five years.” (Sue Williams, 2021). Assessment is therefore expected to be holistic, continuous, and play-based, capturing progress through observation and reflection rather than formal testing (UK Education Advice, n.d).
This child-centred, developmental approach is grounded in constructivist theory (Piaget, 1952) and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978). It assumes that children actively construct knowledge through play and interaction and that learning emerges differently for each child depending on their environment and relationships (Olivia Guy-Evans, 2025).
One of the most common assessment methods in Welsh early years settings is developmental observation, often structured around progression steps or developmental pathways. Practitioners observe children during play, record what they notice, and link these observations to the relevant descriptions of learning within the Curriculum for Wales framework (Care Learning, 2025).
This approach aligns well with the principle of the unique child because it captures learning as it naturally happens, valuing individuality and context. It allows for flexibility — practitioners can recognise uneven or “spiky” development, especially for children with ALN (B Squared, 2023). However, challenges remain. Observation-based assessment is time-consuming and can be subjective. Practitioners may interpret behaviour differently depending on experience or bias (Study.Sagepub, n.d).
A contrasting but complementary method is assessment within Forest School, a play-based, outdoor learning model popular in Wales. Forest School sessions take place regularly in natural settings, where children explore freely and take managed risks supported by trained adults (My Forest Journey, 2020). Assessment in this context is primarily qualitative. Practitioners record observations of children’s confidence, resilience, problem-solving, and teamwork over time (Knight, 2013).
Forest School assessment supports the idea of the unique child in several ways. It gives children agency to direct their own learning, reveals strengths that may not emerge indoors (for example, leadership, creativity, or persistence), and promotes wellbeing and self-esteem (O’Brien & Murray, 2007). For children with ALN, outdoor learning can be particularly powerful because it reduces language and sensory barriers and allows for physical and experiential expression.
However, this method can be less structured, making it harder to evidence progress against curricular outcomes. Some practitioners also report difficulties in aligning outdoor observations with formal progression steps (Tinney, 2023).
Both developmental observation and Forest School assessment share strengths in promoting individuality and holistic understanding. They value play, context, and authentic learning experiences. Crucially, they allow children to demonstrate competence in different ways, reflecting multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1993).
For children with ALN, developmental observation can be empowering when used flexibly, allowing recognition of small, meaningful steps. Yet if applied rigidly through standardised descriptors, it can again risk “othering” those who do not fit expected patterns. Forest School offers a more inclusive space, but without structured frameworks, some children’s achievements may go undocumented or undervalued (Education Scotland, 2019).
Both developmental observation and Forest School assessment offer ways to document learning that value individuality and context. They provide flexible, child-centred insights, especially when used inclusively for children with ALN. Yet both also carry risks of subjectivity, inconsistency, or being overshadowed by standardised frameworks (O’Brien, L and Murray R, 2007). 
In conclusion, assessment within play-based curricula can fully support the concept of the unique child when it prioritises relationships, reflection, and responsiveness over measurement. The challenge for practitioners is to balance the need for accountability with the deeper goal of understanding and nurturing each child’s unique journey through play, discovery, and growth.
Both developmental observation and Forest School assessment offer ways to document learning that value individuality and context. They provide flexible, child-centred insights, especially when used inclusively for children with ALN.

A blog for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum.
Fresh Air and Free Play: Do children spend enough playtime outdoors?
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Source: Play Based Design 2022,  Outdoor Play and Learning Solutions | Playspace Design

Take a moment to look back on your own childhood it involved climbing trees or riding your bike until the streetlights came on. For many adults outdoor play is a nostalgic memory. But for today's children, that kind of unstructured, outdoor play is becoming alarmingly rare. (Ruta Auglyte, June 2017).
As a student, researcher, and future educator, it is worth asking: are children today getting enough outdoor play?
Source: Forest School (1989). https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/707276316460185733/
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The Decline of Outdoor Play
Studies show that children today spend significantly less time outdoors than previous generations. One 2016 study by the National Trust revealed that children spend an average of just over four hours a week outdoors (Early Learning HQ, 2016).

Key modern factors that contribute to this: 
· Increased screen time: British children now spend more time on screens than outdoors. (OFcom, 2023) report found children aged 5-15 spend an average of 3 hours and 41 minutes a day online.
· Academic pressure: There is more focus on formal learning at an early age, which can section out time for unstructured play. With homework and after-school clubs, many children's schedules are full (Education Committee, 2024).
· Parental fears and safety concerns: parents now worry more about traffic, strangers, and injuries. This had made parents understandably cautious, limiting unsupervised outdoor time (Allen and Loeb,2015)
· Lack of green space: Not all families in the UK have easy access to safe and open spaces in urban and deprived areas (Green space, June 2024).

Why outdoor play matters.
Play is not a luxury, it is a legal right under UNCRC Article 31, “I have the right to rest, relax, and play” (UNCRC, 2014).  But more than that, outdoor play has a long list of proven benefits for children's development.
1. Physical Health.
The NHS recommends that children aged 5 – 18 should get at least 60 minutes of physical activity every day. Outdoor play is one of the easiest and most natural ways to meet this target.  Such activities as running, cycling, climbing, and jumping all improve strength and coordination (NHS, 2024).
FACT! – with childhood obesity on the rise in the UK, over a fifth of children in Year 6 are now classified as obese – meaning encouraging physical activity through play has never been more urgent (House of Commons Library, 2025).
2. Mental Health.
Spending time in the outdoor spaces has been shown to reduce anxiety and depression in children and young people. According to the Children's Society (2025), mental health problems with children in the UK have been rising, with one in six children aged 5-16 now experiencing a probable mental disorder.
Outdoor play helps regulate mood, reduce stress, and even improve attention spans, especially for children with ADHD (MedicalNewsToday, 2023).
3. Cognitive and Social Development.
Outdoor play creates imagination, problem solving and resilience. Children playing freely invent their own games and rules, which is essential for cognitive development. Socially, they learn to collaborate and resolve conflicts, skills that structured environments do not usually offer (Reality Pathing, 2025).
What does the UNCRC say?
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child includes a powerful message: Play is a right, not a reward.
· Article 31 states that every child has the right to rest, leisure, and play – right to their age and development.
· The UN Committee explains that this includes free, spontaneous play, not just organised activities.
· Children should have safe places and enough time to play freely, and governments must actively support this right. 
Outdoor play in school: what the curriculum says.
The Curriculum for Wales reimagines how children learn. It places more focus on experience, wellbeing, and autonomy, making it compatible with outdoor and play-based learning (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023).
· Nature-based learning can enhance science, geography, literacy, and numeracy through real life contexts.
· The curriculum requires schools to embed the UNCRC and consider children's views (Article 12), including how they want to play and learn.
Organisations like Play Wales offer practical support for schools to become more “play friendly”, from redesigning school grounds to training staff in risk benefit play approaches.
Despite these strong frameworks, there are barriers that families and schools face every day, including...
· Academic pressure: some schools reduce break times to prioritise the curriculum content or preparations for exams.
· Weather and equipment: outdoor spaces may be poorly maintained or under-resourced. Severe weather is also a barrier, as schools are reluctant to let the children go outside.
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Source – Ysgol Meifod (2023) News: Making the most of the bad weather - Ysgol Meifod

What can we all do?
Whether you’re a parent, teacher, or early years practitioner, there are actions you can take to ensure children get the outdoor time they need and deserve.
For Parents and Guardians.
1. Prioritise outdoor play after school or on weekends.
2. Be open to messy or all kinds of weather play – rain is a great example to use to learn for the children.
3. Limit screen time and create schedules for more outdoor hours instead.
For schools and early year's locations.
1. Protect the children's break times, meaning no cut playtime for academic work.
2. Encourage more outdoor learning while still supporting the curriculum.
3. Work with the children themselves to encourage more outdoor areas and playful spaces.
Final Thoughts.
Children are not meant to grow up indoors; they need the chance to take risks and the time to be children.
In Wales, the legal and policy framework is one of the strongest in the world when it comes to children's rights and play. From the UNCRC being embedded in domestic law to the play sufficiency duty and to the curriculum for Wales promoting child-centred learning, policy is not enough.
Let's not wait for more reports to tell us what we already know:
1. Children need to play.
2. Children need space to explore outside.
3. They need freedom to roam, which helps their focus and mental health.
Because outdoor play is not a luxury it is a necessity!
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