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Early Years Curricula

Part 1
In section one of this assignment, I shall be discussing the Early Years Curriculum. This paper will examine key questions, including what is education and what is curriculum and why are they  important?  I will then give an overview of the New Curriculum for Wales and the Forest School Curriculum and discuss the challenges and benefits of both. 
Education is a way for children and young people to gain skills, knowledge, values and cultural knowledge, which Murray (2023) believes supports children and young people’s personal development. Another source describes education as one of  the most powerful tools that children acquire in the early years’ experience. Through Early Years Education, children develop valuable skills such as curiosity, resilience and they learn about the world around them.(Atlantic International University, 2025). Murray (2023) concurs and maintains that if high quality care is implemented in the first eight years of a child’s life, it will have a lifelong positive impact. Schools play an important role in ensuring that, whilst children are in education, they feel safe so that they can learn, develop and flourish. 
Education is important because it allows children in the early years to develop a sense of curiosity and creativity (Atlantic International University, 2025). If practitioners promote child-led activities, children will become curious and ask questions about the world around them. This then supports children’s cognitive brain development. Next, education is a medium through which children’s needs can be advocated. It is through the education system that adults advocate for children’s needs and rights (Burnham, 2019). Prioritising a child’s best interests is a basic human right. The United Nation Convention on the Rights of a Child states that the child’s needs and best interests must determine all decisions and actions that may affect his or her individual life. (UNCRC, No Dare). 
The curriculum is a way of shaping education; it shapes how children learn and how teachers teach, providing a structed pathway, which allows both children and teachers to reach their goals (Teachers Institute, 2023). Furthermore, a curriculum is the pathway that provides a variety of learning experiences, both indoor and outdoor. Rugg’s (1947) definition of a curriculum is that it has a holistic approach as it allows children and young people to develop their own individual experiences. 
When designing and delivering a curriculum, it is important that practitioners address a child’s cognitive, social, emotional and personal development as they seek to provide an inclusive environment for children to learn (Teachers Institute, 2023). The Welsh Government, (2024) emphasises the importance of the Curriculum and how it sets standards for all children and young people to thrive. The skills which are incorporated into the curriculum are designed to not only support children throughout education, but throughout life. Finally, Anglia (2025) argues that a strong and well-rounded curriculum will support children to develop critical thinking skills which means they will be able to adapt to any real-life situations. The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 is legislation which provides a statutory framework for the New Curriculum in Wales to improve learners’ experiences. 
The meaning of a play-based Curriculum is an educational approach in which play is the main focus and medium of learning for children in the Early Years (Daily Connect, No Date). Parker (2022), states that a play-based Curriculum is known to promote inclusion, engagement and a holistic approach. Furthermore, Parker (2022) believes that when children are introduced to a play-based setting, it will promote the development of new neural pathways in the child’s brain.  The Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care guidance for Wales states that, for children to have the best possible start in life, play should be implemented to ensure children’s wellbeing and development are the priority (Early Childhood Play Learning and Care in Wales, 2023). This section will focus on how The New Curriculum for Wales supports Children’s wellbeing. Let us begin by considering what we mean by the New Curriculum for Wales. It provides guidance and a framework that aims to help each different school create its own bespoke curriculum while also incorporating the Four Purposes (Welsh Government Hwb, 2024). 
The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 replaces the previous curriculum. The Act ensures that the education structure is more flexible and relevant to the learner’s individual needs. It also gives practitioners more freedom to explore different ways of teaching and learning. One important aim of this Curriculum is to elevate the importance of education in Wales. The Welsh Government believes that, if children gain the appropriate knowledge, experience and skills, these will support them through their lives and will also give them an understanding of the community in which they live. 
The second play-based Curriculum that this paper will examine is the Forest School Curriculum. Originating in Scandinavia, it is well-known as a play-based educational approach as it is highly valued for allowing children to be creative, imaginative and is a child-led approach to Early Years Education (Print Play Learn, 2022). The main rationale behind the Forest School Curriculum is that it gives children a stable foundation for their future education and cognitive development. It should be pointed out, however, that children who follow the Forest School Curriculum in Scandinavia start school age 6. Siegfredsen (2025), agrees that the Forest School approach allows children to develop a sense of curiosity and wonder, which is stimulated by allowing children to be present in their surroundings and immediately aware of things such as the weather and the environment they live in.  
The New Curriculum for Wales and Forest School Curriculum model are at once different and similar in many ways. The Curriculum for Wales is built around the Four Purposes. One of these has a strong focus on children’s wellbeing. To achieve this in education, a holistic approach is essential so as to understand and incorporate children’s mental and physical health and emotional and social wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2020). 
Frobel’s theory on Forest School also emphasises the importance of the Forest School approach to children’s wellbeing because it allows children to develop skills and solve problems at an early age, building children’s resilience now and for their future self (Brodie, 2025).  The New Curriculum for Wales endorses this view, recognising that supporting children’s wellbeing in their earlier years can prevent poor physical and mental health in the future (Welsh Government, 2024). 
The New Curriculum for Wales does not explicitly state that it is adult led, advocating instead that practitioners should create unique learning experiences to promote children’s learning (Welsh Government Hwb, 2023). For children to have more unique learning experiences, practitioners need to be aware that they are positive role models. This ensures that children are always in a positive atmosphere, where they can gain knowledge, skills and experiences (Evans, 2023). What makes the Forest School Curriculum somewhat different from the New Curriculum for Wales is that the role of the practitioner is only to guide children while they are learning and not to direct the learning. It is believed that this child-centred approach allows children to achieve emotional, social and cognitive growth (Siegfredsen, 2017). 
The Forest School Curriculum also includes pedagogical principles but at its core is the belief that being surrounded by natural resources and the outdoor environment promotes wellbeing and allows children to thrive (Frobel Trust, No Date). Both the Forest School Curriculum and the New Curriculum for Wales, maintain that, for children to achieve positive wellbeing, practitioners must follow a mandatory pedagogical approach. To achieve this, practitioners should have a deep understanding of pedagogical principles and how they impact the child’s wellbeing and development. 

One the main strengths of the New Curriculum for Wales is that it is preparing children to thrive in the 21st century by motivating learners, using a holistic approach to learning, which ensures that children become respectful learners. The role of the practitioner is to support and improve children’s wellbeing and confidence (OECD ,2020). 
Elements from the Foundation Phase have been tailored and incorporated into the New Curriculum for Wales, such widening the focus from key subjects to how to improve children’s wellbeing and enable them to be capable learners (Taylor, 2020). There are, however, a number of challenges to the aims of the New Curriculum for Wales, for example, some schools in deprived areas may not be able to offer the same range of opportunities that schools in more privileged areas can. They may not have the resources, staffing, funding or parental support that allow children to become capable learners and this impacts equality in education Sibieta (2024).  A further challenge to the priorities of the New Curriculum for Wales is that practitioners may not feel confident about having the knowledge or skills to be able to implement the Four Purposes to the extent they are required to, especially when it comes to incorporating pupil wellbeing. (Evans, 2024). Likewise, there are challenges to the Forest School model. Whilst it has a positive impact on children’s wellbeing and development, there are concerns about children’s safety while involved in child-centred play (Leather, 2018) The outdoor environment may be uneven and the weather unpredictable, leading to accidents and injuries that may cause the child harm. (Leather, 2018). The Forest School approach is based on the belief that children learn best when they are learning from the culture they live in, as it allows them develop awareness of their own environment (Clemson, 2019). With this concept in mind, settings develop their own unique curriculum based on the culture and environment of the setting. Another source concurs that this approach has many positives, such as children having experiences as close to life as possible, as opposed to an abstract approach. It argues that children can explore areas they are interested in rather than being exposed to a fixed approach to learning. (The UNESCO Courier, 2023). 
In conclusion, in recognising the importance of Early Years Education, there is no doubt that a clear education and curriculum framework is important for both children and practitioners. It sets objectives and standards for both and provides continuous support. The two models I have looked at both prioritise children’s wellbeing and holistic development, though there are differences in their approach. We have also seen that there are challenges for both the Forest School model and the New Curriculum for Wales, though both share the same long-term goals. Ultimately, whatever the challenges and limitations of each approach, it is the skill and confidence of the practitioners, together with a readiness to reflect, that can overcome the challenges. 
Part 2:
It is not possible to define what is meant by a “unique” child, as children differ one from the other. This source describes the “unique child” as an individual who is different from every other as they develop a sense of curiosity and a sense of the world around them, unique to them. (Sukrianto,No Date). In the context of Early Years education, the concept of the unique child should always be at the forefront of practitioners’ planning for learning. This will enable the child to build resilience and develop the confidence to be unique. (Birth to 5 matters, No Date). Grenier (2025) also agrees that considering the unique child is crucial as it enables the practitioner to tailor support based on the needs of the individual child. This means that practitioners are able to adapt their way of teaching to foster a child’s resilience and capability, so that children feel self-assured during their learning (Grenier, 2025). 

Assessment is an important aspect of any curriculum model. Assessment can be used in learning activities and can support practitioners to cover every aspect of the “whole” child, including physical, emotional, cognitive and social development. The level of growth in these aspects of whole child development can be measured through assessment (Koenarso, 2023). Assessment has a significant role to play in a holistic approach to education, as it ensures that each individual child is supported and challenged based on their own individual need and potential. (Welsh Government, 2023). Furthermore, practitioners can identify weaknesses and areas for improvement as well as seeing progress and achievements. Assessment gives practitioners an overview of where the child is and enables them to adapt the teaching and learning to the needs of the individual child. Assessment is also a tool which enables practitioners to put individual targets in place. (Welsh Government, 2023). Furthermore, it important to recognise that assessment supports parents/carers by giving them an overview of their own child’s weaknesses and strengths. Targeted support can be put in place as a result of assessment outcomes and  professional relationships can be used to arrange support for that individual child (Department for Education, 2024). To effectively assess a child, it is important to use play, as it is interactive. Children have to think critically and problem solve which allows the practitioner to consider the unique child while a child is being assessed (Birth to 5 Matter, No Date). 

The Curriculum and Assessment Wales Act (2021) gives settings a better understanding of what is required of them and what legal obligations practitioners have, in order to achieve the aims of New Curriculum for Wales. In approaching assessment in the Early Years, it is a requirement that all children be assessed within six weeks of joining the setting. This gives an initial benchmark and allows practitioners to identify a child’s strengths and weaknesses. Beyond that, it also enables settings to focus on the bigger picture and on the child’s holistic development (Welsh Government, 2020). 
Practitioners implement assessment by using formative methods. They can use observation as an assessment tool to see how the child is developing and how the practitioners themselves need to adapt their teaching to the individual needs of the child (Welsh Government, 2022). One of the advantages of using observation as a form of assessment is that it promotes smoother learning transitions along the learning journey between the ages and sixteen. This is achieved by using age and stage tracking. Tracking can help to determine the appropriate pace to support a child’s journey to full potential (Welsh Government, 2022).One the disadvantages of using a formative observation method is that it is very time consuming. Practitioners must ensure that they record the information accurately and analyse the information, and this can lead to a reduction in interaction with children (Library and information science, 2025). 
Another disadvantage is that observations can be subject to biases, as practitioners may assume something which may influence their findings (Care Learning, 2025). Another weakness of using this assessment method is that it does not have specific detailed, step-by-step guidance on how a practitioner should observe children and what goals children should achieve at a specific age. When observing children with additional learning needs, the Welsh Government has advised that all practitioners be more flexible in their approach. This could include breaking down barriers so that children do not feel overwhelmed while being observed (Welsh Government, No Date). The New Curriculum for Wales does not advocate a specific method of assessing children with additional learning needs, but it emphasises that early assessment should be carried out to ensure that early intervention and planning are put in place to support their needs (Welsh Government, 2020). 
There are 3 key principles in the New Curriculum for Wales. These are known as the “enablers” – essential elements of the curriculum intended to ensure that a holistic approach is at the centre of children’s learning experience. One of these principles is the engaging experience approach, which is aimed at ensuring that children feel a sense of belonging and that the learning environment provided allows children to explore (Welsh Government, 2020). Culture and heritage are also key components of providing an engaging experience. The aim is to demonstrate respect for the child’s culture and heritage, thereby valuing the uniqueness of every child in Wales. (Welsh Government, 2023). 
The second assessment method that I shall discuss is the Forest School approach. It must be remembered that the Forest School model focuses less on traditional academic learning and more on learning outcomes and children’s development. This influences assessment methodology and assessment is carried out by observation of daily activities. (Morris, 2023). It could be argued that a weakness of this method is that it does not have specific detailed step-by-step guidance on how a practitioner should observe children and what goals children should achieve at a specific age. However, children’s progress can be tracked as they stay in Forest School education from three to seven years of age. This means that practitioners can observe children and assess their progress and improvement (Print Play Learning, 2022). In addition, in assessing a child, practitioners continually observe and evaluate children so as to establish what knowledge, understanding and abilities children already have (Print Play Learning, 2022). As already stated, this assessment method does not have specific detailed step-by-step guidance for practitioners to follow, rather, it relies on an assessment of where the practitioner believes the child needs support (Morris, 2023). 
One possible disadvantage this approach to assessment method is the lack of formal structure to the Forest School curriculum. One view is that children could be at a disadvantage when they start formal schooling, which could lead to delays or to additional learning needs not being identified early. (Bambo Childcare, No Date). The Forest School Curriculum and approach to assessment have their limitations. A child with a physical disability, for example, may have to be categorised as having additional learning needs, as the outside environment provided by the school may be unsuitable. Practitioners will need to assess progress within an environment adapted to the child’s specific needs. (O’Brien, No Date). 
It can be said that both the Forest School Curriculum and the new Curriculum for Wales incorporate the concept of the unique child and recognise how important it is that practitioners consider every child’s individual needs. These principles are essential for an assessment to be meaningful and beneficial to the children. The New Curriculum for Wales ensures that children with additional learning needs have the same rights as every other child, but the Forest School curriculum struggles to facilitate the appropriate environment to ensure that every child is assessed fairly. 

Part 3: Blog 
Do Children in the Early Years benefit from Messy Play?
What is messy play? 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Messy play is an essential tool in the early years as it benefits children by allowing them to actively explore and build connections which supports children to explore through their senses (Mess Around, 2025). Messy play is known in the Early Years for being a form of Sensory Play which allows children to become capable and ambitious learns (NHS, No Date). It is generally accepted that messy play allows children to feel a sense of stability. For example, the sensory aspect of messy play, such as touch and texture, can be therapeutic, which can help children regulate their emotions (Shimomura, 2023). It is the contention of Inclusive Teach (2023) that, if children are not given the opportunity to experiences messy play, a child brain misses out on an important component in helping the brain to develop the senses. Sources: idealo  (NO Date). 


The benefits of Messy Play for children in the Early Years
Isn’t messy play exactly what children need to grow, explore and thrive?
Messy play does not only allow children to explore, but it also supports children to become creative and to use their cognitive skills (NHS UK, No Date). When children use their cognitive skills, they are able to practise skills such as problem solving. As a result, children are able to experiment and discover new interests and how these skills may be applied in their everyday lives (Munson, 2025). Messy play is also known as a hands-on learning and for some children, this is the most effective way to learn. According to Inclusive Teach (2023), messy play focuses on the process of exploration and discovery rather than the results. This is only possible, however, if the environment is an open-ended environment. 
As a result of research findings, Welsh Government (2025) believes that play and messy play are an important part of children’s education, as all children use play in the early years, therefore making the environment inclusive. Shimomura (2023), maintains that, if children experienced more messy play in their daily lives, such as at home and in an Early Years setting, their wellbeing would be impacted positively. Shimomura (2023) is convinced that messy play allows children to feel a sense of stability. 
Jennings’ (2020), research shows that when asking children to reflect on their experience of play and messy play, they emphasise how much fun it was and how it never felt like something they were obligated to do. Furthermore, children felt they could either play alone or play with their peers and this made them feel that they were able to choose their own activity, which further supported their learning (Jennings, 2020). Duffy (2007) maintains that, when children are transitioning between year groups, messy play has a positive impact on the ease of transition. When children express their needs and interests through messy play, it enables them to build positive relationships with practitioners, as they feel safe and secure enough to share. 
One the most important conclusions of this study is that the Welsh Government (2025), believes that practitioners need to understand the value of messy play. This recognition is crucial to ensure that all children are allowed time and space to feel included. 
How should we promote the benefits of messy play for children in the Early Years?
What better way is there for children to learn than through messy play?
Practitioners have a duty to create, promote and allow opportunities to use messy play in the outdoors. On the other hand, for messy play to benefit children, practitioners need to supply materials, textures and objects to create the opportunities. (Shimomura, 2023). On the other hand, Imholte(2020) points out that messy play for some practitioners is a challenge as they worry about the potential mess and the reaction of other people. However, practitioners need to prioritise the child’s developmental needs and cognitive development and fully understand how messy play benefits a child’s learning.
One the most important factors to consider as a practitioner supporting a child through messy play is not to force a child into any activity, as some children may not enjoy messy play. As practitioners, we can facilitate this by introducing messy play slowly and at the child’s pace. This will ensure that the child develops trust in the activity (London Borough of Hounslow, 2020). 
Furthermore, adults should enable messy play to be a child led activity, as this gives children the freedom to explore (Jennings,2020). On the other hand, Whalen (2022), is of the view that consistent routine and expectations are important during messy play. If practitioners provide an organised, accessible and high-quality environment, then children will be able to have full access to the benefits and skills. 
It is essential, before introducing messy play into a child’s daily routine, that each practitioner understands how messy play can enrich children’s learning (Jennings,2020). To do this, they need to experience messy play at first hand, using their own senses,  so as to appreciate its true value. 
Parents and carers also need to be involved in the process of understanding the positive benefits of messy play for children’s development. Practitioners need to educate parents/carers on how essential and critical messy play is for a child’s physical and emotional wellbeing (Jennings, 2020). Whalen (2022), points to the well-established fact that a professional partnership and good communication with parents/carers is essential. If positive relationships are built between parents/carers and practitioners, they may feel at ease when their child participates in messy play and they see the values and benefits it brings.  
An example of how practitioners can support parents/carers to feel at ease when their child participates in messy play is to invite them into the setting. This allows them to see for themselves the resources as well as the safeguards that are put in place to ensure that the child’s safety is a priority indoors and in the outdoors. (Whalen, 2022). 
To conclude, research has shown that not only is messy play beneficial for the development of children but is also essential to brain development. Practitioners play a key role in facilitating high quality messy play by providing the environment and resources for children to learn about the world around them and by reassuring children and parents/carers. Imholte(2020), emphasises that messy play requires a lot of time and attention to gain the full benefits. Messy play can sometimes be interpreted negatively and time and effort has to be invested in altering a mindset that still exists. Some practitioners still have difficulty in finding the balance between focussed tasks and child-led play, but on the basis on extensive research, there is no doubt that messy play should be incorporated into best practice. The outcomes will be enough to convince the sceptics. 
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1. Supports Cognitive Development
2. Fosters Math Skills

3. Lays a Foundation in Science

4. Encourages Social Development
5. Creates a Sense of Responsibility
6. Improves Fine Motor Skills

7. Promotes Creativity

8. Nurtures Language Skills
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