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Wellbeing within the Early Years Curricula
Part 1:
Curriculum is typically seen as a framework for guiding children’s learning and development. However, curriculum also reflects broader attitudes about childhood, education and the role of society in moulding children’s experiences (Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke, 2011). Consequently, curriculum frameworks do not just determine what children learn but also influence how ideas such as wellbeing are understood and promoted in educational settings (Hwb, 2020). 

Play-based learning is becoming more prominent in early childhood education as teachers and decision makers like the Welsh government strive to encourage children’s holistic development (Gov Wales, 2024). Play-based approaches understand how children’s social, emotional, physical and cognitive development are interconnected rather than just focused on academic performance (Parker and Thomsen, 2019). 

Despite its importance within educational policy, wellbeing remains a complex concept. Wellbeing is not a static or universally acknowledged concept but can be understood as socially produced and subject to cultural, political and educational influences. What is deemed supportive of children’s wellbeing may therefore be different depending on the attitudes and assumptions driving a given curriculum. This suggests that curriculum frameworks are important in how wellbeing is conceptualised and performed in educational settings (Statham and Chase, 2010).
This assignment explores the conceptualisation of play-based learning in the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach, comparing the assumptions behind each curriculum and critically analysing challenges in providing wellbeing-centred practices within educational settings. 

Wellbeing is a major part of children’s educational experiences in the Curriculum for Wales. This is evidenced in one of its four purposes aiming to enable learners to be healthy, confident individuals able to lead fulfilling lives and contribute constructively to society (Welsh Government, 2022). Wellbeing is consequently interwoven within the curriculum rather than being considered as a distinct area of learning.
The curriculum is based on a holistic view of child development. Children’s learning experiences are seen as interconnecting elements of emotional, social, physical and cognitive development (Welsh Government, 2022). This approach follows wider developments within early years education where children’s welfare is recognised as influencing participation, engagement and educational outcomes (Stewart, Macdonald and Waters-Davies, 2024).
Meaningful learning experiences help children develop confidence, resilience and a sense of belonging. Practitioners are expected to build inclusive environments that recognise children’s abilities, interest and individual needs. 
The focus on wellbeing in the Curriculum for Wales can also be understood within the context of policy development. Lewis (2018) argued that social, political and economic interests often influence curriculum policies. Wellbeing is often stated as an educational aim but is also viewed by policy makers such as contributing to greater engagement, attainment and future participation in society.
However, the application of these ideas may prove challenging. The curriculum encourages a holistic knowledge of wellness, but practitioners are often working in circumstances shaped by accountability measures, assessment needs and resource limits.
The Reggio Emilia approach gives a particular viewpoint on children's wellbeing. This approach originated in northern Italy and is based on the idea that children are capable, competent and active participants in their own learning (Rinaldi, 2005). Wellbeing is therefore not considered as a separate educational objective, but as something that is developed via involvement, expression and meaningful relationships. 

The image of the child lies at the heart of Reggio Emilia. Children are considered as resourceful beings with the capacity to generate knowledge through interaction with others and their environments (Rinaldi, 2005). These assumptions alter the way we conceptualise wellbeing, moving the focus from planned outcomes to children’s engagement and lived experiences.
The Reggio Emilia approach sees relationships as important. Learning is seen as a collaborative activity between children, educators, families and the larger community (Moss, 2019). Through these relationships children acquire a sense of belonging, identity and emotional security, which all contribute to wellbeing
The environment is also critical. Vecchi (2018) suggests the environment as the “third teacher” is influential in how children connect with others, explore ideas and develop knowledge. Thoughtfully designed places stimulate exploration, communication and creativity while promoting children’s autonomy and participation. 
Unlike some curriculum frameworks that define wellbeing as a learning objective, Reggio Emilia prefers to consider wellbeing as inseparable from children’s relationships, agency and possibilities for expression. This suggests a wider understanding of wellbeing that extends beyond quantitative outcomes and developmental aims. 
At the heart of both the Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia method is the wellness of children. Both understand that learning is social, participatory and facilitated by supportive surroundings. Furthermore, both approaches also challenge established models of education, which tend to put academic achievement before the broader developmental needs of children.
Despite these similarities there are differences in the conceptualisation of wellness. Wellbeing is set within a broader context of educational purposes in the Curriculum for Wales, in relation to confidence, resilience and healthy development (Welsh Government, 2022). In contrast, Reggio Emilia views wellbeing as something that grows through children’s participation, agency and collaborative connections (Rinaldi, 2005). One perspective considers wellbeing as an educational goal, the other integrates wellbeing into the actual processes of learning. 

Differences might also be observed in the role allocated to practitioners. The Curriculum for Wales expects practitioners to provide experiences of learning that enhance children’s wellness and development. Educators in Reggio Emilia are typically referred to as co-learners who engage with children to build knowledge and meaning (Moss, 2019). 
Both approaches value the environment, but the Reggio Emilia approach lays more emphasis on the active role of the environment in shaping learning experiences. According to Vecchi (2018), the physical environment is a tool of communication of values and expectations to children, impacting their way to connect, explore and learn. The Curriculum for Wales similarly emphasises stimulating and inclusive surroundings, but the function of the environment is less important to its overall philosophy. 
Both curricula encourage comprehensive understandings of wellbeing but applying these principles in practice can present challenges. Tensions often arise between educational theory and educational practice (Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke, 2011). 
One challenge concerns practitioner understanding of wellbeing. Although curriculum documents promote wellness strongly, the idea is open to interpretation. Practitioners may have different perspectives about what wellness is and how it should be promoted. Consequently, children’s wellbeing experiences are likely to differ across the settings. 
Other challenges could be the staffing pressures and workload demands. Positive relationships are often described as being at the heart of children’s wellbeing. However, it takes time, consistency and responsive interactions for meaningful relationships to form (UNICEF, 2020). In settings where professionals are responsible for large numbers of children or are under heavy workloads, opportunities for individual support can be lost. 
There is also an additional contradiction between wellbeing centred approaches and accountability frameworks. Although curricula may encourage involvement, agency and holistic development, educational systems tend to be preoccupied with measurable outcomes and evidence of success (OECD, 2020). Therefore, practitioners may feel conflicting demands between promoting children’s welfare and attainment-related expectations. 

Inclusion issues are also important to consider. The two curricula offer fair opportunities for all children and supporting the wellbeing of children with additional learning needs, neurodiverse children and children from diverse backgrounds may require specialist knowledge and resources. Where such support is lacking there is a risk that curriculum aspirations may not be experienced equally by all learners. 

For these reasons, increasing wellness is more than choosing a certain curriculum framework. The success of wellbeing-focused programs may depend on practitioner competence, accessible resources, company culture and wider educational priorities. Therefore, although curriculum materials generally highlighting wellbeing as a key aim, implementation success is not guaranteed. 

This assignment looked at the Curriculum for Wales, and the Reggio Emilia approaches to wellbeing. Both curricula focus on children’s wellbeing, but from different perspectives. While the Curriculum for Wales defines wellness as a basis for learning and an educational outcome, Reggio Emilia sees it as evolving from engagement, relationships and agency. The comparison illustrates how childhood, learning and the aim of school impact curriculum frameworks. While both systems support holistic development, they differ in practitioner role, environmental impact, and child welfare. According to Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke (2011) curriculum theory and educational realities are often at odds. 

A play-based curriculum can improve children’s wellbeing, but it depends on how it is implicated. We also need to think about the children’s well-being in terms of the curriculum’s aims and the practical, political and social issues that determine how it is implemented. If wellbeing is to be a part of everyday education rather than a curricular aim, it is important to remember children’s experiences, practitioner’s perspectives and policy expectations.

Ultimately, while play-based curricula provide great opportunities to improve children’s health, the amount to which these principles are realised depends on the contexts in which they are applied. Lewis (2018) considers the effect of wider policy agendas on educational decision making and Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke (2011) show the problems of translating theory into practice. We also need to comprehend children’s well-being in relation to not only the curriculum’s aims, but also the practical, political and social variables that influence the way in which it is implemented. As well as the need for ongoing reflection on children's experiences, practitioners' perspectives and policy expectations if wellbeing is to be a relevant dimension of everyday educational practice rather than a curriculum aim.

Part 2:
The concept of the Unique Child is a key principle of current early years education and is the foundation of both the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England and the Curriculum for Wales. Children are unique individuals who develop and learn in diverse ways and at varied rates (DFE, 2023) states the EYFS. Similarly, the Curriculum for Wales encourages a learner-centred approach that respects children’s individual identities, experiences and developmental pathways (Welsh Government, 2022). These views question the idea that there is one developmental model that can account for children's learning and instead recognise the diversity within childhood. 

Assessment plays an important part in helping children’s learning and development. Assessment in the early years setting is widely considered to be a continuous process of observation, reflection and professional judgement and not a series of formal tests. Practitioners working in play-based settings often assess children through their interaction, communication and involvement with activities, which can allow for a wider understanding of learning than standardised measurements alone can provide (Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke, 2011).
The concept of the Unique Child is relevant when considering assessment practices. Children do not develop in a linear fashion and variations in culture, language, ability and life events may influence the way in which learning is shown. Therefore, assessment methods based on predetermined expectations can miss parts of children’s individuality. This assignment will study the theory of the Unique Child and evaluation within the Reggio Emilia approach and the Foundation Phase/Curriculum for Wales. It will critically analyse the degree to which different approaches support children’s individuality, wellbeing and multiple developmental pathways.
The Unique child concept emphasises the understanding that each child develops as an individual with their own abilities, interests, experiences and ways of learning. This perspective does not regard development as a fixed or predictable process, but as a process of growth at different rates and in varied ways. The EYFS recognises the Unique child as a child who constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured (Department for Education, 2023). The Curriculum for Wales also prioritises the learner at the core of the educational process and acknowledges that pupils pursue individual pathways of progression (Welsh Government, 2024). 

Holistic development is one of the important features of the Unique Child. The emotional, social, cognitive and physical development of children are all intertwined and growth in one area may affect development in another. Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke (2011) suggest that children's learning should not be viewed solely in terms of academic accomplishment, and that a broader view of development, such as wellbeing and relationships, needs to be taken into account. This argues that educational practice must move beyond narrow measurements of attainment and focus on the complete child. 

The approach also recognises that development is not necessarily linear. Developmental theories have long described stages of learning, but children’s experiences tend to reveal a more complicated pattern of progression. Piaget (1977) highlighted the active role of children in building knowledge through exploration while Vygotsky (1978) stressed the importance of social contact and adult support in learning. Bronfenbrenner also proposed that children’s development is affected by wider environmental variables, for example family, community and culture (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Taken together, these theories show that children’s learning is influenced by both individual characteristics and external influences.
These ideas are reflected in the Curriculum for Wales through its learner-centred approach and its progression structure. Progression is considered as a continuum where practitioners are able to respond to children’s specific needs and experiences rather than expecting all children to reach the same results at the same time (Welsh Government, 2024). This method also promotes inclusivity through identifying cultural diversity, Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and varied development pathways. 

The concept of the Unique Child is closely linked to wellbeing, identity and children’s voice. Lewis (2018) suggests that certain conceptions of childhood shape curriculum policies and the way children are perceived in educational institutions. Modern approaches are increasingly recognising children as competent participants whose views and experiences can be used to inform educational practice. Assessment methods should, therefore, attempt to identify originality and engagement, measure pupils against predetermined expectations.
The Reggio Emilia approach, originating in northern Italy, is renowned for its child-centred philosophy. In this method, assessment is seen as an integrated aspect of learning, not a separate procedure intended to monitor attainment. Reggio Emilia practitioners are interested in finding out how children think, communicate and develop knowledge through constant observation and documentation (Vecchi, 2018).
Pedagogical documentation is a characteristic feature of Reggio Emilia assessment. Practitioners document children’s discussions, photographs, drawings, projects and interactions to develop a detailed picture of learning across time. Documentation is used to examine children’s thoughts, interests and theories about the world rather than to determine if children have reached predetermined outcomes. Therefore, learning is made apparent to practitioners, children and families (Rinaldi, 2005). 

One strength of Reggio Emilia evaluation is that it values the diversity of how children learn and express themselves. Children’s progress is seen as individual and not contrasted with age related expectations. However, evaluation mostly focused on observation and interpretation by practitioners could generate problems in terms of consistency and reliability as practitioners may interpret children’s activities and learning differently (Carr, 2001). However, the approach is often viewed to promote the Unique Child as it gives importance to children’s voices, identities and individual learning experiences (Rinaldi, 2005). 

The assessment in the Foundation Phase and more subsequently the Curriculum for Wales is also based on child-centred, play-based ideas. 

The assessment under this approach is based on practitioner observation and professional judgement. Children are not measured by formal testing but via their engagement in meaningful situations. Practitioners obtain evidence of learning through observation, conversations, children’s work and daily interactions (Welsh Government, 2024). 

Unlike Reggio Emilia, evaluation in the Curriculum for Wales is about progression. Practitioners should examine where the children are in their learning journey and how they might encourage them to achieve additional development. Progression steps provide a direction but also provide for different pathways of development with flexibility. Assessment is therefore designed to assist learning rather than measure attainment (Welsh Government, 2024). 

One of the strengths of this method is that it combines child-centred concepts with a clearer framework for monitoring progress. Professional judgement enables practitioners to take into account the specific situations of children but still allows for some consistency across settings. Tensions, however, might occur when accountability pressures or demands for evidence of progress impact the assessment process. In practice it may be difficult for practitioners to combine learner-centred assessment with wider educational needs (Gov Uk, 2023). 

Both Reggio Emilia and the Foundation Phase/Curriculum for Wales aim to put children at the centre of learning and assessment. However, they differ in the conceptualisation and implementation of assessment. These differences raise important considerations about the extent to which each strategy supports the principles connected with the Unique Child. 

One major difference is the degree of assessment flexibility. Assessment in Reggio Emilia is very flexible and based on the interests, experiences and interactions of the children. Assessment is based on children's learning and not on predetermined outcomes and allows practitioners to document different ways of growing (Rinaldi, 2005). This seems to be in line with the idea of The Unique Child where it is understood that children learn differently and at various rates. The Curriculum for Wales is intended to support individual advancement and practitioners will still be required to produce proof of learning and progress. Assessment, thus, may be impacted by greater educational standards (Hwb, 2024). 

The function of children’s voice is different too. Reggio Emilia focuses on the participation of children in the assessment process. Documentation allows youngsters to track back their experiences and to be part in conversations about their learning. This corresponds with current views on children as active contributors rather than passive receivers of knowledge (Lewis, 2018). The Curriculum for Wales supports assessment including learner voice, but practitioner judgement is still key. Therefore, children’s views may not always have the same effect on the evaluation decisions (Hwb, 2024). 

Another significant consideration is inclusivity. Reggio Emilia's flexible approach could be beneficial for children with ALN, neurodiverse learners and children from diverse cultural backgrounds, as there is no expectation that all children will display learning in the same way. However, the subjective nature of documentation can mean that various practitioners may perceive and document children’s learning in different ways (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013). The Curriculum for Wales is more structured comparatively and may assist practitioners to identify further requirements. However, there is a concern that advancement expectations could unintentionally disadvantage some children relative to their classmates (Welsh Gov, 2024).
This discussion shows that neither method fully addresses the challenges of identifying individuality while retaining accountability. Reggio Emilia looks to be more closely connected with the concepts of the individual Child as it places a higher value on the voices, interests and individual learning journeys of the children. However, its highly interpretive nature may make it difficult to demonstrate improvement. The Curriculum for Wales provides a more balanced framework but may be under external pressure which affects assessment processes. A combination of both approaches may, therefore, give the most effective way of recognising children’s individuality while assuring relevant evaluation. 
The Unique Child concept recognises that children develop as individuals with different abilities, identities, experiences and developmental routes.
This assignment explored assessment within the Reggio Emilia approach and the Foundation Phase/Curriculum for Wales. 
Both approaches provide useful insights, but they also have their limitations. Reggio Emilia gives important opportunity for the recognition of individuality but may be inconsistent. The Curriculum for Wales is more structured but is vulnerable to accountability and advancement needs. Overall, Reggio Emilia looks to be more consistent with the concepts of the Unique Child as it keeps children’s voices and individual learning journeys at the core of assessment. However, a balanced approach that leverages the qualities of both models may provide the most effective way of supporting children's learning, wellness and development in current early years practice.

Part 3
Pick Your Child Up with a Smile, not a Mobile
What if the most important conversation of your child's day never happens?
Research suggests that increased screen time and reduced face-to-face interaction can have a negative impact on young children's language development (Van den Heuvel et al; 2019). While much of the discussion focuses on children's use of technology, I have become increasingly concerned about something else: the effect that adult mobile phone use may be having on children's opportunities to communicate.
Introduction
There are few things more fulfilling as an early year’s practitioner than seeing a child find their voice. These moments, whether it’s a toddler expressing a new word for the first time, a shy youngster speaking up with an idea, or a group of friends deciding on roles in their imagined play, remind me why communication is at the heart of all we do. This is why I decided to write about the impact of mobile phones on children’s language development.
My concern comes from what I see almost every day. A child runs excitedly towards their parent at collection time, eager to share a story, a painting or an achievement. Yet too often that moment is interrupted by a mobile phone screen. I am not against technology; I use my phone every day like everyone else. What concerns me is how easily it can distract us from the conversations and connections that children need most. As early years settings continue to implement play-based curricula that prioritise communication and relationships, I believe this is a conversation we can no longer ignore (Newmark, 2024).
The Conversations That Matter
One of the reasons I am so passionate about play-based learning is because I see how naturally language develops through play. Children do not learn to communicate through worksheets or formal lessons. They learn through talking, listening, questioning, imagining and interacting with the people around them (Department for education, 2012).
In my setting, every day I see children using language as they build structures, explore the natural environment, create stories in role play spaces and solve problems together. They ask questions, test ideas and show emotions. These encounters help children to develop vocabulary, confidence and social awareness.
As practitioners, we spend a great deal of time planning experiences that support communication and language. We model conversations, introduce new vocabulary and encourage sustained shared thinking (Ofsted, 2023). However, children's language development does not stop when they leave the nursery. In many ways, some of the most meaningful opportunities happen outside the setting.
The walk home, the journey in the car, dinner time conversations and bedtime routines all provide valuable opportunities for children to talk about their experiences. These everyday moments may seem ordinary, but they are often where children make sense of their world.

A Growing Concern
I have seen change in collection times throughout the years. Parents are busier than ever juggling professional commitments, family responsibilities and the stresses of modern life. So, it’s no surprise that mobile phones have become a crucial tool in managing these demands (Arundell et al; 2020).
However, I cannot help but wonder about what children are missing when devices become the focus of adult’s attention.
Research suggests that more screen usage is associated with lower language outcomes in young children (Madigan et al., 2020). Studies cannot confirm that mobile phones cause language delay, but they do highlight to the importance of responsive communication and face-to-face engagement. Children learn language best when people engage with them, respond to their interests and offer opportunities for conversation (Tulviste, Tulviste and Tamm, 2026).
What stays with me are the small moments I witness at the end of the day. A child proudly holding a painting. A child desperate to explain how they finally climbed the obstacle course. A child wanting to tell their parent about a disagreement with a friend. These moments are important because they are opportunities for children to practise communication and feel that their thoughts matter (Brushe et al;, 2024).
When those moments are met with a distracted nod or silence because attention is focused elsewhere, something valuable can be lost.

Why This Matters for Curriculum Change
As early years settings continue to develop and implement play-based curriculum, communication and language are frequently listed as top priorities. However, successful curriculum implementation requires much more than the experiences we deliver in our settings.
Throughout my career, I've discovered that children thrive when parents and childcare providers collaborate. Parents are children's primary and most influential educators. Children's conversations at home can reinforce and extend their day-to-day learning (Callanan, et al: 2017).
This is why I believe parental engagement should be considered a central part of curriculum implementation. If we want to improve communication and language outcomes, we cannot focus solely on what practitioners do. We must also support families to recognise the value of everyday interactions (Callanan, et al; 2017).
Importantly, this is not about blaming the parents. Parenting is difficult, and many adults are under constant stress. Most parents do not intentionally ignore their children. Many people may simply be unaware of how importance of these small interactions can be.

What concerns me is not the use of mobile phones, but the lack of knowledge about their influence. We frequently debate children's screen time, but we rarely examine how adult screen habits affect children's ability to communicate (Wan,et al; 2025).
As practitioners, I believe that it is our duty to increase awareness in a supportive and courteous manner. Simple initiatives like information displays, newsletters, and conversation starter cards can help parents reflect on their daily routines. Even a poster with the wording ‘Pick Up Your Child with a Smile, not a Mobile could spark a meaningful conversation.

Conclusion
If there is one thing I hope parents, practitioners, and policymakers take away from this discussion, it is that language development is built through relationships. The power of a meaningful discussion between a child and a caring adult cannot be replaced by the most expensive resources, perfectly organised activities, or ambitious curriculum modifications.
As a person who cares about children’s communication and well-being, I feel we should give these daily interactions a higher priority. To an adult, a few minutes of focused attention at the time of collecting may seem like little, but for a young child it could mean everything. It gives them a sense of being listened to, cherished and connected. It is also the chance to develop language skills which will promote future learning and achievement. 

My aim is that parents become more conscious of when and how they use technology, rather than eliminating it altogether. Sometimes, the simplest improvements have the biggest impact. Simply looking up from a screen, making eye contact, asking a question, and listening to the answer in a meaningful way can strengthen relationships and help children grow in ways we frequently miss.
So, the next time a child runs towards you at the end of the day with a story they cannot wait to tell, I hope they are greeted with a smile rather than a screen. Because those few moments of connection may be far more important than we realise.
Pick your child up with a smile, not a mobile.
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