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Early years curricular 

Part 1
Introduction
What is the play-based Welsh curriculum? And why is it so important to early years development? HWB.Gov (No date) states that the Welsh assembly government has 7 main aims to ensure children learn and develop properly. These aims are: 
· To have a great initial start to learning, 
· To ensure they have access to the education, training and opportunities.
· To enjoy the best physical, mental, social and emotional health.
· To have access to play, leisure and sporting.
· To be sure they are listened to, treated with respect, and have their race and culture understood and recognised.
· To have safe living space and community.
· To not be discriminated or disadvantaged by any form of poverty.
These aims are important to the child's development as they directly have the child's well-being in mind to ensure the best quality of life for effective learning.
The concept of a play-based curriculum is an organised and structured activity or opportunity, whether that is indoors or outdoors to develop, improve or build upon already existing skills. The children should have plenty of opportunities to experiment and problem solve as well as having the freedom of choosing the resources and materials for the activity they are playing within (HWB.Gov no date).
This assignment will cover, analysing the challenges of implementing play-based curricula, the concept of the “unique child” and assessment and finally a blog on considerations required when making a change to a play-based curriculum.
To begin, I will be going into detail about the foundation phase, which is the Welsh curriculum for 3-7 year olds, this was introduced in the 2011/2012 academic year. The purpose of the curriculum is to focus on children's developmental needs and how they learn holistically. This phase ensures children are given equal opportunities and values whilst emphasising diversity and culture as an important factor in identity and respect. Positive relationships are also promoted in this phase between the children and carers, parents and foster parents, as these should be recognised as the children's first educators and play in important role in the child's life outside of school and nursery (Welsh Government, 2015). 
In addition, Welsh government (2015) stated that children learn first-hand through experiences such as play, children will be able to experiment, solve problems and make decisions independently as their own person. This then directly impacts their feelings of self-worth, image and esteem this is important for children to build confidence in themselves an go on to progress and take on more challenging tasks.
Furthermore, Welsh government (2015) mentions the foundation phase spans for 7 years, during the earlier and more formative years, as they progress, they will eventually require more challenges and engagement, as children will generally progress more rapidly during their formative years, this is when children may begin to regress. Welsh Government, (2023) reinforces that the curriculum should be formed and related to the child's progress, and they should move forward at their own pace and when developmentally ready, this is crucial for children to progress efficiently and comfortably to prevent them from becoming overwhelmed but also to develop further with what is expected and capable from a child in line with their current curriculum. 
Welsh government (2015) also state that both indoor and outdoor environments and areas are enjoyable, exciting, stimulating and safe for children to develop within these early years. It peaks their natural curiosity and interest, so they are directly involved in exploring and learning first-hand, this allows them to experience the outdoors as a resource for discovery whilst learning independently. This is vital to a child's confidence and enthusiasm to learn whilst making it memorable and engaging.
Furthermore, lets investigate more detail how this can be challenging to implement within the early years of a child’s development. Although there are many benefits to having a play-based curricula in place, there can be hurdles in the way of making it a possibility. These challenges can include multiple pressures from the education system, lack of knowledge about play, timetable pressures and a lack of funding and play areas (Crittenden and Gray, 2024). 
Education system pressures as Crittenden and Gray, (2024) signifies that the school curriculum is to be delivered in a certain way due to its preconceived perception that playing isn’t learning and that family and parental expectations will also interfere with how children play and learn and that play should have its own time and place and that learning should be purely academic and play is to be kept sperate, however schools are free to organise their school day in which they see fit for children to have to best balance of the two.
Bodrova, Leong and Yudina (2023) establishes that play is broadly considered functional for learning, however ensuring its practicality is understood for effective use means it can be difficult to be utilised. Planning a play activity that has a great balance of enjoyment and education can be awkward to construct, depending on the facilities and resources available. It can be challenging to ensure the play activity stays on track with learning and developing skills, and not just recreational play. This difficulty stems from not necessarily having a learning objective in mind or a goal to achieve (Crittenden and Gray, 2024)
Crittenden and Gray, (2024) go on to mention how play can be tough to implement within a school day or week as there is a perception of prioritising academic tasks over play activities as they are deemed more important. School and play will often be deemed as two polar opposites as play might contradict school itself so trying to incorporate it at the right time as academic learning will often take priority over play.
Ross, (2023) explains that In order to tackle these issues, teachers should be able to express with detail the benefits and constructive use of play activities for a child's learning and development, this should be conveyed to everyone involved including other teachers, parents, school staff and the children themselves and in way that explains its core values and how it aligns with the early years development. Also, Ross, (2023) expresses that demonstrating the teachers understanding that holistic approach is used to ensure that the learning and developing can be accomplished outside of the classroom and can be beneficial to child's academic progression and that the play activities are not just for amusement. Being able to display and monitor how effective the play activities are for children by measuring their continuous progression. However, measurement may vary from activity to activity but having a format of tracking its efficacy will give it strong support and backing and will only lead to further improvement which in the future, will provide more for the children overall development and learning. (Crittenden and Gray, 2024)
Vincent, (2023) stresses that to reflect on these challenges that come with the implementation of play activities, understanding its practicality and relevance is key to providing clarity for parents and carers to understand its benefits and how it can be included alongside academic tasks and not be deemed as ineffective or a waste of a child’s school time. Play activities are effective for a child to learn with enjoyment  but Education Endowment Foundation, (2023) goes on to say it must have it a practical form of measuring how the child is learning and progressing for it be monitored to then see how it can be adjusted and improved to get the most from the activities to ensure the time is being utilised properly. This in term will result in keeping play activities an integral part of a child's learning and help others outside of the classroom show how children learn at home, school and other areas of life where the children have the ability develop further skills.

Part 2
Moreover, we will now be exploring the meaning of the “unique child” concept and the evaluating the methods of assessments and progress tracking within a play-based curricula. 
As stated by Nutbrown (2019) the unique child concept is during the early year's foundation stage in which the child is deemed their own unique self with different characteristics, interests and methods of learning. This is a great way of bringing inclusion into a classroom or play activities as it allows for a teacher to use different pedagogy and tailor this to children’s unique self. However, Grimone-Hopkins and Mirtes, (2024) explains that teachers can construct play activities and tasks that will fit and correspond with a child's gender, culture, physical and mental ability also their own individual interests. Children should be listened to, so can express how they feel about their own learning and what they want to learn or how they want to learn about it, as each child will need to learn at their own pace (Department for Education, 2022b). This means the way the curriculum is put together by practitioners and teachers will differ slightly depending on age range and then have smaller differences to ensure each child can grasp learning concepts at their own specific pace. 
The curriculum will need to be personalised upon identifying the Childs needs, for example if a child struggles with reading related tasks, then practitioners and educators may need to take time to tailor activities for that child to improve that skill or understand why they struggle whilst bearing in mind the child should progress at there on rate (Grenier, 2025).
Worcestershire.gov.uk, (2023) implies that the assessment process is an important factor in ensuring that children are progressing positively and effectively, it helps teachers, practitioners and parents recognise each child's learning progression. Formative assessment through observation is key to understanding and building on what a child is capable of and see if they are meeting expectations of what that child should be able to do for their age group. Practitioners should provide parents and carers with a written summarisation of key areas these being communication and language, physical development and their own personal, social and emotional development. This should also be spoken about in detail to advise how they can improve and commend them on their own personal strongpoints.
There are 2 main methods of assessment, as Birth to 5 matters, (2021) goes into detail about how observation assessment is the method of observing the child's behaviour, progression and engagement to ensure that the contructed play activities have an impact on the child’s learning, methods maybe changed or personalises to meet the needs of each child. A Summative assessment is a summarisation of all areas where practitioners should step back and reflect on all different areas of learning, for example the progress check at age 2  as per the early years foundation stage, should help early year practitioners review the 3 prime areas of learning and development which are communication and language, personal, emotional and social development and then physical development all within the early year's foundation stage (Department for Education, 2022).  
There is also a baseline reception assessment for children within starting their first 6 weeks of reception, the data from this assessment is compared to key stage 2 outcomes to create a progress measure for the children in school (Foundation Years, 2024).
Birth to 5 matters, (2021) goes on to state practitioners will need to make a professional informed decision when it comes to producing holistic play activities and will need to bear in mind the children's overall capability and potential additional learning needs in which the activities produced will need to be inclusive and respectful for all children so they can build upon working together and individually, the additional learning needs will require extra planning and consideration to ensure the tasks are effective.
To conclude the importance of the unique child concept and how its use within learning and early year development, we can see that treat children as unique and understanding their individuality can help early year practitioners create, construct and produce their tailored learning plans and activity through play to allow children to express their own style of play and learning. This works in conjunction with the childs own pace and rate of progression.
 It is very important that play activities can be established as constructive and productive for children's learning and not just purely for the children's downtime and pleasure, there needs to be a well-balanced amount of learning and understanding as well as the freedom to be independent to show their academic ability and achieve further levels of learning. 
It is as equally integral to make sure the monitoring of the child's progression through assessment, observations and tracking can be displayed in a way that other teachers and practitioners as well as the parents and carers can understand how the children are progressing during this time of early year development, whilst indicating how the child can potentially improve but also display their strongpoints and where they excel within their learning space. 
Different methods of assessment will allow practitioners to fine tune their curricula more frequently and in the long run, a mixture of both observation and summative assessment adds greater detail to how a practitioner can consistently understand a child's improvement help the child improve their own learning with more ease.
We understand the individuality aspect shows how one curricular will not always suit all children and how this will often have to be altered and changed to accommodate different learning styles and abilities and to emphasise what the children enjoy and can further develop their learning as they grow and thrive.
Early year practitioners should be able to implement great level of balance of play activities and academic tasks to ensure children do not become lenient on solely play but understand academic tasks will for the most part take priority to in their school time to ensure the level of learning can be achieved in comparison to where they need to be and are expected at their educational level. This further backs the level of confidence parents and carers have for their children and understanding of equal opportunity for play and classroom learning, they will be able to give children the same level of support at home and outside of school to further progress their individuality and level of knowledge, directly going hand in hand with their school time, keeping children satisfied and engaged with their learning.
Children can embrace playfulness whilst subconsciously gaining more knowledge each day, children will look forward to school and stay invested in new topics and be willing to undertake new challenges, this directly impacts their quality of life and and attitude to learning.



Part 3- Blog 
Creating meaningful play- Supporting childrens well-being through a play based curriculum


introduction
Creating a space for children to learn, grow, develop and express themselves does not require a pen and paper but requires the freedom to imagine and discover the world in their own unique way through play (Gov.UK 2022). As early years practitioners we know that a childs well-being is the foundation to all learning. I think it is vital for us to understand the importance of emotional security to enable the children's curiosity to thrive. Therefore, it is vital that we understand and can acknowledge the well being of the children in care, socially and emotionally and if any factors in their own lives may be effecting that (Department for education 2023)
Within this blog we will be exploring ideas how play based approaches, such as examples found in the new curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia can be an assist for childrens wellbeing, creativity and overall understanding of the world around them. Uplifting a child’s wellbeing through play based approaches definitely has its positives, however I would like to highlight the challenges that practitioners can and may face and how to jump those hurdles and put well being as the heart of our everyday practice.

Understanding wellbeing in the early years 

Myself and many others that i  have worked along side with in the early years have also found that the term “well-being” is often misunderstood. This may be because it covers not just mental health but also emotional health and physical aspects of a child's life, which can be a difficult concept not only to grasp but to support and nurture. Department for Education, (2023) helps us child practitioners understand the meaning of well being, it explains how a childs wellbeing is a unique and personal matter which will be effected by experiences and relationships. For this reason, the play based curriculum Welsh Government (2020) actively strives to uphold and reinforce childrens wellbeing, by ensuring that emotional, cognitive and social development is supported by play that will be enjoyable for the individual child and is specifc to their likes and interests. It recognises that due to play, children are able to make sense of their experiences, develop trusting realtionships and aqire the confidence tat is needed to thrive (Welsh Government, 2020). 

How does play help children feel secure, confident and valued? 
This is a very important and appreciated question which many of us child practitioners work hard to get right and succeed. It is essential to remember that each child is different and the time to create change or an impact will differ with each individual. UNICEF UK et al, (2023) creates a clear understanding around the idea of emotional security being at the forefront to attain healthy development. Childrens brains are more receptive to learning and forming positve relationships when the child feels a sense of safety and support. Exposing children to this sense of security enables children to involve themselves confidently in different areas of play, where they can experiment in real life situations that can bulid and strengthen their independence as well as thier cognitive and emotional growth. This research has shown that promoting wellbeing is not just benefical for momentary purposes but also for life long skills and mindsets (UNICEF UK2023). 

Why play matters for wellbeing 
Throughout this blog we have recognised that play is vital for a childs emotional social and mental wellbeing which are key principles of both the play based curricula and the Reggio Emilia approach. However, the question is why? Children are able to build upon their self regulation skills, resilience and self efficacy all through the power of play. When children are granted the freedem to indipendently explore, create and gain a sense of control of there own actions and decisions (Gould and Medina no date.)
For example:
· Role play (Hawkins, 2024) - 
· allows children to process real life experiences 
· Experiment with feelings
· Biuld empathy
· Will encourage language acquisition 
· Outdoor play (Kidsfirstservices.com, 2025) -
· Aids physical fitness 
· Reduces stress 
· Boosts mood through physical activity and connection with nature 
· Development of motor skills 
According to Gov.UK (2025)play based frameworks such as EYFS (early years foundation stage) reiterate that holistic development (all areas of development) prosper through rich, child centred/initiated experiences. Which is similar to the Reggio Emilia approach as they believe that play is a direct influence to language development as the child will be expressing emotions, ideas and imagination all through exploration and collaboration with peers' teachers or guardians (littlesunshine, 2023). Practitioners role with this is vital that they become co-creators with the child rather than leading, ensuring they are facilitators of learning and allowing the child to play and discover freely but ensuring there is the time a facilities (Cade, 2023). When we integrate these experiences into the play based curriculum we are not only supporting the unique child with their learning, we are also allowing them the space, time, freedom and comfortability to grow at their own pace.  

Challenges and considerations
As child practitioners trying to support a childs wellbeing through play is not always easy or practical in real life situations. It is inevitable that we will often be faced with set backs, these may include 
· lack of time
· the pressure of teaching in a “formal way” 
· Staff shortages (not having a TA)
· Not having the adequate training around well being 
· Not being educated on the importance of play (Nolan et al., 2025)
Due to lack of education and training for many practitioners, play can be misunderstood as just fun, rather than a pivotal tool of learning, growth and self regulation promoted by the welsh play based curriculum(Teachers Institute, 2023). Many of us practitioners have noticed external factors that can cre4ate barriers such as the childs home life and post pandemic set backs have made it harder to priotitise wellbeing because of behaviour and learning may not be at the same stae as previous students (Gammon, 2025). Recognising these challenges and barriers can allow child practitioners, policy makers and leaders plan accordingly and effectively. Puttling the childs needs at the forefront of education will create an environment where children can play and their wellbeing will truly thrive. 



Practical strategies for child practitioners
How can settings show that play supports wellbing as much as play and being supported y the play based curricular?
· Help children name and understand feelings, play activities around emotions
· Dont rush the child, allow them to finish tasks in their own time
· Cozy home corners with props and costumes, to role play real life situations
· Areas of the setting that is for free play, allow them to play in their own experimental way 
· Plan effectivey, when in your teacher will it be play based, can i all be play based?
· Encourage outdoor play to boost mood, exploration and physical health

Conclusion 
To conclude, we must remember that play is not an extra, a reward or just for enjoyment, it is vital for wellbeing. Children can connect, imagine and find their place and interests in the world through play. We promote a play based curriculum such as the one we have in wales to remind us that a childs holistic development should not be separated from joyful exploration and should always be seen as a whole aspect. When practitioners preserve time and space for meaningful play, we are also supporting a childs mental health as well as their milestones. Putting aside our daily challenges and pressures ensures that each child can thrive to their full ability whilsts creating secure relationships and environments ensuring the child can grow into capable creative learners. Keeping play as the heart of the curriculum, we enable the uniuque child and their right to grow and learn with joy.
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