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Section 1
According to Parker, Thomsen, and Berry, (2022) learning through play is an important approach to encourage children’s engagement by holistically developing their skills to accommodate them beyond their school life. In addition to this, Parker Thomsen and Berry (2022) discovered that joyful, engaging, meaningful, iterative and socially interactive playful experiences provide children with deeper learning and understanding of the world around them. The purpose of this assignment is to compare and contrast play based approaches, analyse curricula guidance, evaluate assessment methods and discuss considerations to implement change within the curriculum. According to Taylor and Boyer (2019) the definition of play-based learning (PBL) is the merging of play and educational pedagogy, with the purpose of children learning whilst they are playing. Taylor and Boyer (2019) state that PBL is child-centred and focusses on children’s interests, abilities and development by creating engaging and academically suitable learning opportunities for children to develop their knowledge and skills. Play, as discussed by Whitman (2018) is crucial for children’s development as it fosters their social interaction, emotional regulation, enhances their attention and feelings of belonging, whilst allowing them to grow in all developmental areas and achieve milestones. Similarly, Moore, et al. (2014) highlights Piaget’s (1936) theory of cognitive development which emphasizes the construction of knowledge through active exploration and suggests that children naturally learn through play, with teachers facilitating opportunities to support this process. 
The chosen play-based approaches in section one of the assignment will focus on the Early Years Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales. Welsh Government (2015) Early Years Foundation Phase (EYFP) is the statutory curriculum for three- to seven-year-olds in Wales. Similarly, as noted by Cardiff University (2016) The EYFP, implemented by the Welsh Government is an innovative statutory curriculum aimed at children between the ages of three to seven, that focusses on developmental, experiential, and active learning. Whereas the Welsh Government (2020) Curriculum for Wales is a legislation to ensure learners aged three to sixteen in schools and settings are provided with the same core learning, promoting a consistent approach for students across Wales. Additionally, Welsh Government (2020) states that schools and settings must assist with the development of their curricula, along with expectations for assessment arrangements to support learner progression. The EYFP in Wales, as discussed by Waters (2016) focusses on fostering children’s holistic development by designing a play-based curriculum that detaches from traditional assessment driven education to nurture children’s social, emotional, cognitive and physical skills. Waters (2016) outlines how the EYFP emphasises the importance of child-centred learning through hands on activities and exploration to promote active learning. Additionally, Waters (2016) states that the EYFP aims to close the gap for children from various backgrounds by providing additional support to those who face difficulties to ensure they have equal opportunities to succeed in school and in life. According to Welsh Government (2019) The Foundation Phase emphasises learning through play as a core practice as it is a powerful tool that enables children to develop their language, communication and creative skills. Additionally, Welsh Government (2019) expresses how the curriculum allows children to explore, take risks, build their confidence and independence through various forms of play such as role play, creative play, and exploratory play, helping children to develop holistically across multiple areas of learning. 
Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures report demonstrates his transformative impact on the Welsh Curriculum by highlighting the need to reshape traditional educational models and instead obtaining holistic approaches to suit the needs of modern-day education. Donaldson (2015) suggested moving away from rigid subject divisions instead promoting “Areas of Learning and Experience” (AoLEs). Furthermore, Donaldson (2015) believed this approach encourages children to make connections between subjects, preparing them for real life experiences that require knowledge and problem-solving skills, instead of solely focussing on academic results. An article by Sinnema, Nieveen and Priestly (2020) explores the aims of the Curriculum for Wales 2022. The reform underlines flexibility and the freedom for teachers and schools to make decisions and plan work to adapt to the evolving needs of their children, ensuring that learners are central to their decision making. Similarly, Jones (2022) states how the curriculum allows flexibility for teachers to prioritise skills such as creativity and ethical thinking, guided by the four key purposes to help learners become ambitious, enterprising, ethical and healthy individuals. Similarly to the Foundation Phase, Underwood et al. (2024) notes that the Curriculum for Wales can bridge educational and societal factors by focusing on the holistic development of children and allowing them to connect what they learn, from both inside and outside of the classroom. Additionally, Underwood et al. (2024) states that the curriculum aligns with children’s rights, as they are central to both education and society, by ensuring children’s education is promoting their emotional and social development, as well as their academic growth. 
The role of the adult within the EYFP as stated by Essex County Council (no date) is integral to facilitating children’s learning. To support children’s development, Essex County Council (no date) expresses how practitioners guide children through play-based learning by scaffolding activities to ensure children can experiment and explore resources that promote the development of their language, creativity and problem-solving skills. In addition to this, Essex County Council (no date) notes the importance of the adult creating a safe environment where children feel valued as individuals and are encouraged to explore their interests, make mistakes and interact with peers, to gain ownership of their learning. In comparison to this, Welsh Government (2023) notes the role of the adult within the Curriculum for Wales is crucial for successful implementation, particularly when creating an environment that fosters children’s holistic development through their curiosity and exploration. Additionally, the Welsh Government (2023) states that adults are responsible scaffolding children’s learning experience by encouraging child-led activities that are centred around the curriculums four core purposes. Furthermore, The Welsh Government (2023) believes that teachers must respond to each child’s interests’, developmental needs and educational goals by finding the balance of giving children direct instruction and opportunities for independent learning. 
The EYFS outcomes as the Welsh Government (2015) highlights is the guide for teachers to assess children’s development by the time they reach the end of the foundation phase. The Welsh Government (2015) notes that the outcomes combine statutory baseline assessment and the national curriculum descriptions, along with teacher-led assessments, which allow teachers to evaluate children’s personal development, well-being, cultural diversity, language, literacy and communication as well as their mathematical skills. In comparison, The Curriculum for Wales outcomes as stated by the Welsh Government (2024) centres around the four purposes of learning which provide teachers with the flexibility to support learner progression, ensuring children’s needs, abilities and cultural backgrounds are integrated throughout. Additionally, Welsh Government (2024) expresses the importance of continuous evaluations to ensure the curriculum is regularly meeting children’s needs and educational demands. However, National Assembly for Wales (2019) states the key issues for teachers in Wales include child to staff ratios, which affect classroom management and being able to support each child’s individual needs. Additionally, National Assembly for Wales (2019) also highlights the strain of teachers’ workload to plan and deliver complex assessment techniques guided by the EYFP to support children’s holistic development and well-being. In comparison to the EYFP, Robinson (2022) highlights the barriers of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum with one significant challenge being the uneven implementation across settings, due to the high demand in skill from educators to provide the curriculums play-based, child centred approach. Ultimately this results in difficulties for practitioners providing rich, hands-on learning for children in their settings as Robinson (2022) notes the lack of consistent training and professional development for early years practitioners, which determines the effectiveness of how the curriculum is delivered. Furthermore, Robinson (2022) discusses the limitations of resources, such as materials or physical space to allow practitioners to provide children with active and inquiry-based learning, of which the EYFP heavily promotes. 
Similarly, Welsh Government (2022) discusses several barriers within the Curriculum for Wales, particularly teachers’ allocation of time to understand the curriculums design process thoroughly. In addition to this, The Welsh Government (2022) highlights the need of strengthening the link between the curriculums content and effective pedagogy, noting the importance of teachers ensuring their methods of teaching are in line with the curriculum’s goals. Lastly, Welsh Government (2022) expresses teachers’ requirement of careful planning for children to avoid superficial links and establish meaningful connections within AoLEs. To conclude, through a critical and comparative analysis of both Curriculum for Wales and the Early Years Foundation Phase, this section highlights the foundational beliefs and the structure of each curriculum, along with its aims and expected outcomes. In addition to this, it discusses the strengths and weaknesses of approaches and the significance of play in early childhood development, along with the responsibility of the adult to understand and implement the curriculum through thoughtfully structured frameworks that foster children’s educational development. 
Section 2
The aim of this is essay is to explore the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ and its importance in the early years. Additionally it will explore the relevance of assessment in play-based curricula and how it enables educators to determine children’s needs based on their individual development. Furthermore, this essay highlights methods of assessment along with progress tracking and or stage related development within play-based curricula. The Department for Education (2024) Early years foundation stage statutory framework states that every child is a unique child and should be supported to become resilient, capable and confident learners through tailored and interactions from both peers and adults. McLeod (2024) highlights Vygotsky’s Theory of Cognitive Development and his belief of children’s cognitive development is achieved by cultural and social factors by emphasizing the importance of social interaction to develop children’s knowledge and understanding. Furthermore, Worcestershire County Council (no date) expresses that every child is unique and are constantly learning to be capable learners, however identifying children’s abilities and needs is the foundation to inclusive practice in the early years. 
 The Department of Education (no date) expresses that not all needs are long term, but it is important for educators to plan activities guided by the curriculum to support any concerns observed throughout children’s early development. For example, The Department of Education (no date) states a child might’ve grown up in a house where regular conversations with parents is not encouraged and so multiple difficulties may arise for that child such as turn taking, eye contact and the development of their vocabulary. Furthermore, The Department for Education (no date) explain that whilst some children may not have Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) they may still need support and encouragement to develop their communication skills from approaches such as modelling turn taking in conversations with other children and adults, as well as reading to children to daily so that they can discover and understand new words. 
[bookmark: _Hlk180950491]According to Foundation Years (no date) the statutory requirements of assessments in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) are: Ongoing assessments, progress checks at two years old, the reception baseline assessment (RBA) and the EYFS profile. As stated by Victoria State Government (no date) assessing children’s play based and inquiry learning, provides practitioners with essential information on how children interact with others and how they view their world. Similarly, Foundation Years (no date) states that for practitioners, parents and carers, assessments play an integral role in identifying children’s progress, to understand their needs and plan activities to facilitate their learning. Montoya-Fernández et al. (2024) describe play-based assessment as an approach that merges play with evaluation to measure children’s developmental progress in a natural environment for children. Additionally, Montoya- Fernández et al. (2024) emphasize that play-based assessments enable meaningful alternatives to standard testing methods. However, Montoya Fernández et al. (2024) express that effective play-based assessment tools require further development to ensure they are correctly tracking children’s cognitive, emotional and social development, as well as being made to be standardised for different age groups and tested on their reliability. 
According to Birth to 5 Matters (no date) formative assessment plays a key role in early education and supporting children’s learning, as educators can determine children’s individual needs and adapt the correct approaches to meet them. In addition to this, Birth to 5 Matters (no date) notes that observation, assessment and planning (OAP) involves educators observing children during their interactions with activities, sometimes documenting if needed to provide insights into necessary steps that need to be taken to understand and extend children’s learning. Another form of assessment as discussed by Plymouth Government (no date) is summative assessment, which provide educators with a holistic understanding of children’s needs, interests progress and strengths, along with their learning style and how educators can facilitate additional support. Plymouth Government (no date) states that summative assessments should be efficient and demonstrate a clear summary for parents and educators to recognise improvements for practice to enhance children’s learning and development. The Department for Education (2024) Early years foundation stage statutory framework states that assessment plays an important role for educators to enhance educational outcomes. Department for Education (2024) expresses that practitioners should draw on their knowledge and professional judgement to inform parents or carers regularly about children’s progress, along with any learning or developmental needs that will need additional partnership input and support from relevant professionals. In addition to this, Nursery Resources (2019) states that progress tracking is a crucial approach to monitor children’s learning progress in the early years as it provides educators with insightful information on whether children are meeting milestones, as well as identifying areas for improvement and additional support both in school and at home. Salford City Council (no date) express that the EYFS tracker is designed to help practitioners and parents support children’s development, ensuring appropriate progression is being made across all developmental areas relevant to children’s age and stage. Salford City Council (no date) claim that this is achieved by using a two-step approach consisting of: Noting statements reflecting children’s independent skills in a variety of settings and selecting the age band that accurately depicts the child’s development, making sure to date the document. 
Nursery Resources (2019) claims that unaddressed delays in progress tracking can lead to developmental challenges for children, which can affect both their health and school life. Furthermore, Nursery Resources (2019) expresses that consistent tracking can highlight developmental disabilities which enables educators to support outcomes for children’s learning and well-being. A study by Marhshall et al. (2016) highlights the importance of parents or carers involvement to observe and voice concerns on children’s social and speech delays or motor ability to efficiently receive support through appropriate referrals. Marshall et al. (2016) state that parental insights are valuable which demonstrates the need for shared resources on child development to help recognise behaviours and implement interventions. To conclude, the concept of the Unique Child’ emphasizes the importance of practitioners recognising children’s individual needs to support their development through play-based learning. Practitioners must consider how children learn and interact to effectively assess their progress, rather than solely using standardised tests. To successfully track and support children’s progress, tracking must be flexible to appropriately suit children’s stage and pace of learning. Additionally, the need for parental input is essential for supporting children’s development and academic success. Engaged parents create a positive learning environment for children to become motivated, well-behaved and achieve academically. In addition to this, both parents and practitioners actively participating in children’s educational development promotes their social and emotional well-being by building children’s self-esteem and encouraging holistic growth. Ultimately, practitioners combining these models with activities that centre around play-based learning allows children to develop and reach their full potential throughout play based frameworks.
Section 3
Implementing Curriculum to Support Outdoor Learning
[image: Girl playing with toy aeroplane]This section aims to explore the methods and considerations settings must address when implementing a curriculum that supports children’s development in the outdoors. According to Edwards (2017) Play-based learning is a fundamental approach to children's early learning and development, as it allows them opportunities to explore resources, investigate ideas and demonstrate understandings. Additionally, Edwards (2017) states that there is a growing understanding of the importance of providing children with effective play-based pedagogy from practitioners integrating traditional views of play with new understandings of how social interaction and modelling contribute towards children’s development. According to Welsh Government (no date) the Foundation Phase environment should promote children’s discovery and independence by using the outdoors as a resource to support their learning.(Stock Image)

 As stated by Ouvry and Furtado (2020, p. 29) before children are actively able to engage in abstract thinking or form mental representations such as symbols or images, children must interact with the world through their senses. Ouvry and Furtado (2020, p29) explain that through hands on, sensory rich experiences children are provided with the foundations for their cognitive development and memory formation. Similarly, Bilton and Waters (2016) note that outdoor learning involves planning activities within the school grounds and wider environments to encourage children’s exploration and discovery through hands-on interactions with numerous objects, materials and resources. White (2019) expresses incorporating natural materials such as water, encourages children’s exploratory play as it stimulates children’s senses and their imaginations through open ended play. Additionally, White (2019) notes that specific equipment used in the outdoors should highlight the qualities of natural materials, allowing children to fully engage with and explore. Furthermore, White (2019) explains that this approach enables children to distinguish differences between outdoor and indoor resources along with building an appreciation for what the outdoor environment can offer. Maynard and Waters (2014, p. 5) highlight the Welsh Governments Foundation Phase Curriculums commitment of encouraging outdoor play throughout the early years by allowing children to experience elements of risk, creativity and freedom. Furthermore, Maynard and Waters (2014, p. 5) state that the outdoors is the ideal environment for children to explore the natural world and enhance all aspects of their development, along with their ability to retain what they learn from those experiences.
According to Wainwright (2021) the Foundation Phase integrates outdoor learning within their seven areas of learning as it was heavily influenced by the Scandinavian Forest Schools approach, along with educational theorists such as Froebel. Similarly, Tovey (2017, p3) discusses the Froebelian approach to outdoor learning by highlighting the importance of providing children with regular, hands-on experiences to form connections with the world and all living things. Outdoor play, as Brussoni (2020) explains, is an unstructured outdoor activity that is freely chosen by children. Additionally, Brussoni (2020) states that outdoor play can include opportunities for children to partake in activities such as observing bugs or creating games inspired by their imagination and the environment. Tovey (2017, p.3) suggests outdoor elements such as a nursery garden can provide a rich learning space for opportunities for children to develop across all learning areas. 
[image: Mother and daughters at a farm]Thorburn and Allison (2015) express that integrating outdoor learning in the curriculum supports children’s well-being through explorational, problem-based learning. However, Thorburn and Allison (2015) note that aligning outdoor learning with curriculum aims requires educators to effectively adapt to foster both academic development and personal well-being.  The Welsh Government (no date) outdoor learning handbook states that supporting outdoor learning involves educators allowing children opportunities to experience manageable risks, once the outdoor area has been thoroughly assessed. Additionally, Welsh Government (no date) express that exposure to safe levels of risk is a fundamental part of outdoor learning as it discourages children from seeking dangerous thrills if unsupervised. Similarly, the Welsh Government (no date) Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Settings emphasizes that outdoor environments enable children to develop their self-awareness through opportunities to test their balance and coordination, along with exposure to manageable risks. Wolf, Kunz and Robin (2022) discuss how integrating outdoor teaching approaches with teacher training programmes to reach curricular goals develops from purposeful, experiential learning opportunities in nature.(Stock Image)

According to Pyle and Danniels (2016) to successfully implement play-based learning, educators must demonstrate effective skills and confidence to deliver specific approaches. Additionally, Pyle and Danniels (2016) highlight the need for educators to participate in further professional development and reflective practice when integrating play across subjects to meet curriculum, along with finding techniques to scaffold children’s learning without guiding their play. In addition[image: People shaking hands] to this, Wolf, Kunz and Robin (2022) express how a well-designed outdoor curriculum, guided by statutory frameworks enables educators to meet curriculum standards by incorporating sensory, physical and social activities that encourage hands on learning. According to Grindheim, Sørensen and Rekers (2021) outdoor activities enhance children’s physical health, well-being, cognitive development and social skills along with parent and child interactions. (Stock Image)

[bookmark: _Hlk180885693]To support the importance of parent involvement, Nguyễn (2019) emphasizes the importance of educators fostering children’s learning at both school and at home through the support of effective partnerships. Nguyễn (2019) states that effective partnerships between schools and parents or carers are developed through engagement from schools to underpin children's learning experiences within their home environment. However, whilst outdoor learning demonstrates potential for parental engagement, Nguyễn (2019) addresses that there are barriers that schools may face with parental engagement, particularly when schools’ structures grow more complex and so further research is necessary for schools to support home based learning that aligns with school curriculum. To conclude, play-based learning is a critical element of children’s early education. It fosters children’s cognitive, emotional and social development through elements of discovery and exploration. To effectively implement play-based methodologies, educators require guidance from existing curricula to meet educational standards, along with collaboration from parents to support children’s development. It highlights the need for effective resources that encourage and support children’s play-based learning experiences, as well as potential challenges that may arise and how educators can develop professionally to overcome issues and instead highlight the benefits of their approach. 
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