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Early Years Curricula 

1. Compare and contrast two different play-based approaches, you should include a critical analysis of the curricula guidance. 
[bookmark: _Hlk199015296]Play is universally recognised as central to early childhood development, with considerable emphasis placed on play-based learning in curricula around the world. In Wales, this is particularly evident in the Curriculum for Wales (2022) (Welsh Government, 2022; Welsh Government 2024b), which promotes child-led, experiential, and developmentally appropriate practices through its foundation learning approach (for children aged 3 to 7, replacing the previous Foundation Phase). This essay provides a critical comparison of two influential play-based approaches: Reggio Emilia and Montessori. It examines their theoretical underpinnings, curricular implications, and practical application within the Welsh Early Years context, focusing on the role of the adult, the environment, and assessment. The essay also considers sociocultural perspectives and the complexity of progress tracking in light of the ‘unique child’ approach, drawing on a range of academic and policy sources to critically evaluate the implementation of these models in Wales. This comparative analysis explores how these models support or challenge the realities of implementing play-based pedagogy in Wales, ultimately seeking to understand the ongoing tension between philosophical ideal and the practicalities of implementation.  A critical evaluation highlights the ongoing tension and the need for a nuanced approach to ensure fidelity to child-centred principles.
Both Reggio Emilia and Montessori are grounded in constructivist learning theories but differ in their philosophical underpinnings and operational strategies (Izuagba et al., 2017).  The Reggio Emilia approach, developed by Loris Malaguzzi in post-war Italy, is based on a socio-constructivist view of learning, where knowledge is co-constructed through relationships, interactions, and dialogue (Kinney and Wharton, 2015). Children are seen as strong, capable, and full of potential, with learning occurring through a hundred expressive ‘languages’ a metaphor for the many ways children make sense of the world (Tijnagel-Schoenaker, 2018). Reggio Emilia aligns closely with the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises learner agency, creativity, and collaboration (Fernandez Santin and Feliu Torruella, 2017).
In contrast, Montessori, developed by Maria Montessori in the early 20th century, is underpinned by a belief in children's intrinsic motivation to learn through purposeful activity (Davies, 2019). Montessori environments are carefully prepared to promote independence, concentration, and self-discipline (Macia-Gual and Domingo-Penafiel, 2021). Children select activities from a structured set of materials, encouraging autonomous exploration within a calm, ordered environment (Misheva, 2020). This reflects principles that were previously promoted in the Foundation Phase, which are now embedded in foundation learning under the Curriculum for Wales’s goal of developing ambitious, capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022).
While both approaches promote holistic development, Reggio Emilia emphasises fluidity, creativity, and community engagement (Rigney and Kelly, 2023), whereas Montessori prioritises internal order, routine, and individual learning paths (Scippo, 2024). Both share with Welsh curricula a deep respect for the child as an active participant in learning (Siraj and Mayo, 2014).
The role of the adult is fundamental in both approaches but conceptualised differently (Holflod, 2022). In Reggio Emilia, the practitioner acts as a co-researcher and collaborator, observing children closely to co-construct knowledge and support project-based inquiry (Rinaldi et al., 2016). The environment is considered the “third teacher” intentionally designed to inspire and provoke exploration (Robson, 2017). This aligns well with the Curriculum for Wales’s emphasis on nurturing, inclusive learning environments and on practitioners being reflective facilitators of learning (Welsh Government, 2023). This collaborative stance positions the educator as an active learner alongside the child, continuously adapting their practice based on reciprocal engagement. This fosters a dynamic and responsive learning atmosphere (Han, 2024).
In Montessori, the adult functions more as a "guide", supporting the child's independence rather than directly instructing (August, 2024). Practitioners prepare and maintain the learning environment and observe when to intervene or step back (Lillard et al., 2021). The Montessori classroom is calm, minimalistic, and ordered, with clearly defined areas and self-correcting materials (Greaney, 2021). While this structured autonomy supports self-regulation and focus attributes promoted in Welsh guidance, it may contrast with the more open-ended and socially collaborative experiences championed in the Reggio Emilia approach (Blandford and Knowles, 2016). The balance between adult guidance and child-initiated exploration is therefore a key point of divergence (Veraksa, Sheridan and Colliver, 2023), with implications for the types of social learning opportunities fostered in each setting (Noguera-Mendez, Molera and Semitiel-Garcia, 2016). This nuanced difference highlights the diverse pathways to developing capable learners (Lee, 2017).
In Welsh settings, both models present implementation challenges, studies such as Maynard and Chicken (2010) have shown that, within previous Foundation Phase practice, now phased out in favour of Curriculum for Wales, practitioners often struggle to reconcile child-led approaches with the pressures of accountability and assessment (Design, 2014; Hughston, 2023; Welsh Government 2024c). For example, while Reggio Emilia encourages open-ended exploration, this may be difficult to evidence within current inspection and progress tracking frameworks such as those used by Estyn (Maynard and Chicken, 2010; Hampson, Creaney and Burns, 2024). This ongoing tension can inadvertently push practitioners towards more didactic approaches, even when committed to child-led principles, impacting the authenticity of play-based learning. Bridging this gap remains a significant challenge for effective curriculum implementation (Maynard et al., 2013).
For instance, Estyn (2024c) highlighted the success of Meadowbank Day Nursery in Abergavenny, Monmouthshire, where practitioners have embraced a child-centred approach by using observations to inform planning and the next steps in children's individual learning. This practice aligns with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasizes the importance of understanding children's needs and fostering independent learning Welsh Government (2022). Similarly, Homestead Nursery in Torfaen has been praised for its Reggio-inspired environments that prioritize choice, fostering children's independence and curiosity (Estyn, 2024d). These examples demonstrate how theoretical approaches are negotiated in practice, shaped by leadership, inspection expectations, and practitioner training.
The socio-cultural dimensions of learning are deeply embedded in the Reggio Emilia philosophy. The approach encourages collaboration not just among children, but also with parents, educators, and the wider community (McNally and Slutsky, 2017; Welsh Government, no dateb). This reflects the Welsh Government’s focus on ‘cynefin’ a sense of place and belonging in the Curriculum for Wales, and the growing importance of co-agency between learners and communities (Welsh Dimension, no date). Reggio’s emphasis on democratic participation, listening, and dialogue aligns with Wales’s children’s rights agenda, influenced by the UNCRC (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date).
Montessori, though more individually focused, also supports sociocultural development through mixed-age classrooms, peer learning, and respect for diversity (Debs and Brown, 2017). However, its strong emphasis on individual mastery and repetition of tasks can appear at odds with more collective, negotiated understandings of learning (Jones, Henzi and Barrett, 2019). In Welsh multicultural settings, where values of equity and inclusivity are paramount, both approaches have potential although Reggio’s fluidity may be more adaptable to diverse cultural narratives (Allotta, 2023).
Assessment presents a significant area of complexity in implementing both approaches within the Welsh context. The Curriculum for Wales endorses the ‘unique child’ approach, recognising that development is non-linear, contextual, and influenced by personal and cultural factors (Welsh Government, 2022b).  Yet statutory and regulatory demands, including Estyn inspections and local authority data monitoring, often require evidence of age-related progress and measurable outcomes (Estyn, 2024).
Montessori incorporates developmentally sequenced materials that align with sensitive periods of learning, supporting structured observation and informal assessment (Murray et al., 2023). This can help practitioners document learning in a way that satisfies regulatory demands, but it also risks imposing normative developmental expectations on children who may not follow typical trajectories (Erkes, Camp and Bayard, 2022).
Reggio Emilia, by contrast, resists normative developmental models and instead relies on pedagogical documentation detailed records of children's work, conversations, and processes to inform planning and reflect on learning (Becker, Rigaud and Epstein, 2023). While this promotes deeper understanding and celebrates diverse expressions of competence, it is time-consuming and may lack standardised evidence required for formal assessment frameworks in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022c).
The current policy landscape in Wales attempts to bridge this tension. For example, Flying Start requires robust documentation of children’s development, particularly for identifying and supporting Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (Welsh Government, 2024). Practitioners must therefore find ways to reconcile rich, child-centred documentation with statutory tracking, a challenge that both Montessori and Reggio Emilia practitioners in Wales must navigate with care (Wingrave and Carroll, 2023).
The interpretation of curriculum guidance often depends on practitioner understanding and professional identity. In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales places increasing responsibility on settings to interpret and deliver a broad framework tailored to their learners. This autonomy is empowering but also introduces variability (Donaldson, 2015).
Practitioners' perceptions of play and learning influence which elements of an approach are adopted or adapted (Jung, Zhang and Zhang, 2017). Kirkham and Kidd (2017) state that when practitioners view play as a means to an end rather than as intrinsically valuable it shapes how curricula like Reggio or Montessori are interpreted. In some Welsh settings, play may be superficially adopted but underpinned by didactic, outcome-focused aims. Ensuring practitioners have access to ongoing professional learning as encouraged by the National Professional Learning Entitlement is key to successful and meaningful implementation (Welsh Government, no date).
In conclusion, Reggio Emilia and Montessori offer distinct, yet complementary, pathways for embedding play-based pedagogy within the Welsh Early Years context. While Reggio champions expressive, relational, and democratic learning processes, Montessori provides structure, autonomy, and developmental clarity both aligning with the Curriculum for Wales’s emphasis on learner agency and holistic development. However, the successful integration of these approaches depends not only on curricular alignment but on practitioners' capacity to adapt theory to practice while balancing accountability demands. Moving forward, there is a critical need for sustained, reflective professional development that empowers educators to interpret curriculum guidance with confidence, integrity, and responsiveness to context. Policy-makers must also address the persistent tension between evidencing learning and preserving the spontaneity of play. Only through such collaborative, reflective, and well-resourced practice can Welsh Early Years settings fully realise the transformative potential of play-based education for all children.
In practice, Welsh settings might benefit from a hybridised model that embraces Montessori’s structured developmental materials supporting practitioner observations and accountability alongside Reggio Emilia’s rich documentation and collaborative inquiry. Such a synthesis would allow educators to personalise learning while meeting regulatory expectations, especially if supported by training in both philosophies. The Curriculum for Wales offers the flexibility for such adaptation, but realising this vision requires a culture shift: one that values play not just as a method, but as a child’s right and a cornerstone of lifelong learning.


2. [bookmark: _Hlk199106498]Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula.
The concept of the ‘Unique Child’ lies at the heart of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in Wales, particularly within play-based curricula frameworks (Senedd Cymru, 2019). It recognises every child as an individual with their own path of learning and development, influenced by personal, cultural, and contextual factors. While historically embedded in the Foundation Phase, which has now been phased out, this principle continues to underpin the Curriculum for Wales (2022) through its Foundation learning approach for 3- to 7-year-olds (Welsh Government, 2024). This essay critically evaluates assessment methods, progress tracking approaches, and age- or stage-related development models through the lens of the ‘Unique Child’, principle within play-based pedagogy in Wales, drawing on sociocultural theory, curriculum policy and practice-based research. Although the Foundation Phase has been phased out, many of its core principles particularly, the emphasis on child-centred, play based learning have been embedded into the Curriculum for Wales through the Foundation Learning approach.
The principle of the ‘Unique Child’ is underpinned by several key educational theories. Piaget’s constructivist theory outlines cognitive development in sequential stages, suggesting a natural unfolding of ability (Piaget and Inhelder,1969). However, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory places greater emphasis on the social environment and learning through interaction, particularly within the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky and Cole, 1978). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory further reinforces this perspective by highlighting how multiple layers of environment, from family to culture, influence a child's development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
These theories underpin the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes holistic development through active participation and supports diverse developmental trajectories (Welsh Government, 2022b). Within this context, play-based learning is not just pedagogical practice but a child’s fundamental right (United Nations, 1989). However, the practical implementation of these principles must contend with educational policies that prioritise accountability, thereby complicating how assessment and progress tracking are undertaken in a way that honours each child’s uniqueness (Welsh Government, 2020).
Assessment within play-based curricula in Wales ideally reflects the principle of the ‘Unique Child’ by being flexible, formative, and child-centred (Bass and Walker, 2017). In practice, practitioners employ observational assessment to capture authentic learning moments such as noticing a child’s emerging leadership during group play which then informs tailored support and planning (Pool and Hampshire, 2020). Pedagogical documentation, while resource-intensive, enriches understanding by showcasing children’s voices through artwork and dialogue transcripts, which can also engage families meaningfully (Islam, 2024). Developmental frameworks, meanwhile, provide valuable benchmarks but must be used cautiously to avoid imposing rigid norms on diverse learners (Gravells, 2017). Importantly, assessment methods increasingly involve children directly through child-led conferences and expressive media like drawing, ensuring they are active participants in articulating their learning journeys (Bee-Booth, 2020). By balancing structured tools with child-led, qualitative methods, practitioners uphold the unique developmental pathways of each child within the Welsh curriculum framework (Dalton, 2018; Welsh Government, no date).
Observational assessment is widely regarded as a developmentally appropriate method, aligning well with child-led pedagogy (Pyle et al., 2023; Veraksa, Sheridan and Colliver, 2023). Practitioners observe children in naturalistic settings to understand their interests, abilities, and learning processes. These observations can then inform planning and support (Rogers, 2015). Within the Curriculum for Wales, this method allows practitioners to capture authentic insights without interrupting the flow of play. However, issues such as practitioner bias, workload, and inconsistent documentation practices can affect the reliability and effectiveness of this approach (Basford and Bath, 2014). Moreover, there is a growing concern that such observations are sometimes conducted to satisfy external evidencing requirements, rather than to genuinely support the child's learning journey (Pyle and Danniels, 2017).
Pedagogical documentation, inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach, involves collecting and analysing children's work, dialogue, and experiences to build a narrative of learning (Rinaldi, 2021). This method can empower children by giving voice to their perspectives and facilitate meaningful dialogue with families (Sorzio and Campbell Barr, 2019). While such documentation aligns well with the 'Unique Child' philosophy, it is resource-intensive and often difficult to integrate within statutory expectations for evidencing progress, particularly in settings with high practitioner-to-child ratios or limited training (Callanan et al., 2017). This practical hurdle means that while conceptually aligned with the 'Unique Child', the systemic pressures can hinder the widespread adoption of such rich, qualitative assessment methods. Consequently, the full potential of this approach for truly understanding individual learning journeys may not be realised (Bridget and LaRue, 2015).
Developmental frameworks and tracking tools, such as those previously used in the Foundation Phase Profile, provide structure and consistency across settings. They offer benchmarks across key developmental domains, aiding in early identification of additional learning needs and supporting transition between settings (DfE, 2023). However, they also risk promoting a normative view of development, potentially leading to the labelling of children who deviate from expected age-related stages (Matos et al., 2023). This approach can unintentionally undermine the principle of uniqueness, particularly for children with additional needs, those learning English or Welsh as an additional language, or those from culturally diverse backgrounds (Sayers, 2025).
Progress tracking serves essential functions in ECEC, including identifying support needs, informing planning, and meeting statutory requirements (McLachlan, Fleer and Edwards, 2018). In Wales, progress is often tracked through digital platforms or developmental checklists that align with curricular outcomes. While these tools can provide useful overviews, they risk reducing learning to measurable units, which may conflict with the holistic nature of child development and the unpredictability of learning through play (OECD, 2020; Welsh Government, 2022d).
A key tension exists between tracking for learning and tracking for accountability. While practitioners aim to support individual growth, there is often pressure from local authorities or Estyn to produce quantifiable evidence of progress (Donaldson, 2018). This can lead to a performative culture, where assessments are carried out not for pedagogical reflection, but to satisfy inspectors (Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018). Such practices can distort the role of play, framing it as a means to meet objectives rather than as valuable in its own right (Roberts, 2017).
Moreover, tracking often relies on age or stage-related developmental models, which assume a linear progression of skills and knowledge (Wigfield, Pintrich and Eccles, 1996). While useful for broad planning and identifying potential developmental concerns, these models may not fully account for individual differences in learning pace, style, and context (Sweeney, Taylor and MacNamara, 2023). For example, the use of standard developmental bands may overlook the strengths of a bilingual child who expresses their understanding non-verbally or in a home language. In such cases, rigid models risk pathologising natural variation in development (Ward, 2020).
The role of the adult in early years education is multifaceted, especially in play-based settings. Practitioners must observe, interpret, and scaffold children’s learning while creating enabling environments that support exploration and discovery (Estyn, 2024b). Effective assessment relies heavily on the adult’s skill in noticing and valuing what matters in a child’s play, as well as their ability to reflect on and respond to this learning (Whitebread et al., 2012).
However, practitioner capability is influenced by training, workload, and support structures. The National Professional Learning Entitlement in Wales emphasises the importance of ongoing professional development, especially in areas such as assessment for learning and inclusive practice (Welsh Government, no date). Without this ongoing support, the nuanced principles of play-based pedagogy risk being reduced to superficial activities, undermining the transformative potential of the Curriculum for Wales. This underscores the vital link between professional development and genuine curricular change.  Without sufficient training, assessment may revert to checklists and developmental norms, which may be easier to manage but less reflective of a child’s holistic progress (Heritage, 2021; Lefroy et al., 2015).
The environment also plays a crucial role in how assessment is conducted. In line with Reggio Emilia’s concept of the environment as the ‘third teacher’, the Curriculum for Wales encourages environments that are rich in materials, flexible in layout, and responsive to children’s interests (Yan, Zhang and Fan, 2018). In such environments, children’s learning is visible and tangible, allowing for authentic assessment. However, the quality and affordance of environments vary across settings, often depending on funding, leadership, and practitioner confidence (Hume, Khan and Reilly, 2021; Stabel et al., 2022).
A sociocultural approach to early years education emphasises that learning is mediated by language, relationships, and cultural practices (Elliott et al., 2016). This is particularly relevant in the Welsh context, where bilingualism, local identity, and family engagement are central to children's development. Recognising the sociocultural nature of learning demands that assessment be culturally responsive (Nortvedt et al., 2020; Walker et al., 2023). This means moving beyond deficit models and actively seeking to understand and value how children from diverse backgrounds demonstrate their competencies and learning. It is about seeing difference as a resource, not a barrier (Robinson and Jones-Diaz, 2017).
This includes valuing diverse ways of knowing and learning, respecting home languages, and involving families in the assessment process (Aronson and Laughter, 2016). For example, narrative assessments or parent-practitioner conversations may provide deeper insights into a child’s development than standardised profiles. However, embedding sociocultural sensitivity into practice requires intentional reflection and policy support (Cowan and Flewitt, 2018; The Education Hub, 2020).
In conclusion, while the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ is firmly embedded within the Welsh early years curriculum, its realisation within assessment and progress tracking remains a complex undertaking. A critical evaluation highlights the ongoing tension and the need for a nuanced approach. Assessment practices must balance the need for individualised, formative understanding with the demands of regulatory frameworks and standardised tools. Observational methods, narrative documentation, and developmental profiles each offer distinct advantages and limitations, particularly when viewed through a sociocultural lens.
To support the 'Unique Child' effectively, there must be a sustained commitment to professional learning, flexible curricular implementation, and respect for cultural and developmental diversity. Only then can assessment become a meaningful, reflective practice that supports the rich complexity of each child’s learning journey in a play-based, inclusive environment. 

3. Write a blog suitable for a professional publication (for example, Nursery World, Small Talk) linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum change.

“Balancing Freedom and Frameworks: Considerations for Implementing a Play-Based Curriculum in Wales”
By Tracy Hall
In recent years, Wales has emerged as a leader in progressive early years education, with play-based learning placed at the heart of the national vision (Welsh Government, 2023). The introduction of the Curriculum for Wales (2022) marks a transformative shift, embedding play as a foundational pedagogy for children aged 3 to 7 (Welsh Government, 2024). Rooted in holistic development, this approach moves beyond content delivery and towards nurturing learners who are ambitious, capable, and ethically informed (Smolina, Grytsyk and Antonenko, 2023). Yet, as with any ambitious reform, implementation raises complex questions. How can settings maintain fidelity to child-led play while satisfying policy, assessment, and inspection demands?
This blog critically examines the challenges and opportunities involved in implementing a play-based curriculum in the Welsh context. Drawing on theoretical foundations, practical insights, and the latest research, it offers a hopeful yet honest appraisal of the landscape one that advocates for sustainable, meaningful change.
The rationale for play-based pedagogy is robust and well-established (Lahdesmaki, Manunmaki and Nurmi, 2024). Piaget (1951) suggested that children construct knowledge through active exploration (Paour, 1990), while Vygotsky (1978) emphasized learning as a socially mediated process occurring in the Zone of Proximal Development (Silalahi, 2019). Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory reminds us that children exist within complex, interacting environments all of which shape learning (Feriver et al., 2022).
The Curriculum for Wales reflects these principles, placing experience, enquiry, and play at the centre (Welsh Government, 2024b). Its Four Purposes aim to develop learners who are:
· Ambitious, capable learners
· Enterprising, creative contributors
· Ethical, informed citizens
· Healthy, confident individuals
This represents a paradigm shift from prescriptive curricula to child-centred, process-driven learning (McKendrick et al., 2022). It celebrates the 'Unique Child' and affirms development as a non-linear, culturally embedded journey (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015), emphasising that each child's learning pathway is deeply personal and influenced by their individual experiences, strengths, and heritage (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). This philosophical stance inherently challenges one-size-fits-all assessment methods (Louis and Betteridge, 2024).
Despite a clear philosophical direction, the translation from policy to practice is fraught with challenges (Marais, 2014). Estyn inspections still demand evidence of progress and coverage, leading many practitioners to default to more formalised, adult-led activities (Donaldson, 2018). According to a CWLWM (2022) survey, over 60% of early years practitioners in Wales reported difficulty evidencing learning through play in ways aligned with inspection criteria.
This creates a tension: how can spontaneous, child-led exploration essential for creativity and problem-solving be "measured" effectively? The risk is that assessment becomes performative, with activities staged for documentation rather than designed for genuine learning (Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes, 2018).
High-quality play-based learning is not synonymous with unstructured freedom (Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland and Wollscheid, 2019). It demands skilful adults who observe, scaffold, and co-construct learning with children (Wood, 2014). Far from passive observers, practitioners must judge when to intervene, when to step back, and how to capture learning in formative, meaningful ways (Robson, 2016). This includes documenting learning through narrative observations, learning stories, and reflective dialogue all of which require time, trust, and professional development (Johnson et al., 2019).
The Curriculum for Wales promotes a balance of child-initiated and adult-guided experiences (Welsh Government, 2023c). However, practitioner confidence in navigating this balance varies widely. Investment in sustained professional learning is essential to support pedagogical decision-making and reflective practice (Dimmock, 2016).
Inspired by Reggio Emilia, the physical and emotional learning environment must be viewed as an active pedagogical agent (Hong, Shaffer and Han, 2017). In Wales, this means creating inclusive, culturally responsive spaces that reflect children’s languages, identities, and local communities. Bilingual signage, open-ended resources, and community-linked play themes all help anchor learning in lived experience (Welsh Government, 2025).
Successful examples abound. At Brambly Hill Day Nursery in Carmarthenshire, the careful selection of resources and inspiring environments, including outdoor provision has been highlighted for encouraging independence and curiosity in young children, aligning with the principles of effective play-based learning (Welsh Government, 2023-d). However, such innovation is not evenly distributed. Variations in leadership, resourcing, and training mean that while some settings flourish, others struggle under systemic pressures (Currie and Spyridonidis, 2019).
While developmentally appropriate practice is central to early years pedagogy, it often relies on linear, age-based frameworks (Minson, Hammer and Veresov, 2016). These risks oversimplifying the complexity of child development and marginalising those who do not fit “typical” trajectories. The Welsh ‘Unique Child’ principle resists such reductionism, encouraging educators to honour individual pathways, especially for children with additional needs or those learning in more than one language (Archer, 2024).
Nonetheless, practitioners are still required to track progress using digital platforms and developmental bands. This creates a paradox: the curriculum calls for personalised learning, yet assessment frameworks often standardise it (Bingham et al., 2018).
A move toward qualitative, formative assessment is needed. Observations, child voice, peer dialogue, and learning journals offer richer insights than checklists alone (Alexander, 2018). However, these methods demand interpretive skill, time, and crucially trust in practitioners’ professional judgement (Samiolo, Spence and Toh, 2024).
To realise the ambitions of the Curriculum for Wales, early years policy and practice must evolve together (Welsh Government, 2023b). This includes:
1. Investing in Professional Learning: Focused, continuous development in play pedagogy, inclusive practice, and assessment for learning.
2. Championing Practitioner Voice: Engaging educators in curriculum design and policy feedback loops.
3. Prioritising Reflective Practice: Embedding protected time for team reflection and planning.
4. Reforming Accountability: Developing new, play-sensitive measures of quality that reflect the values of the curriculum.
The Curriculum for Wales offers a bold, principled vision for early childhood education (Welsh Government, 2022), although frameworks alone do not create transformation culture does. Implementing a play-based curriculum requires more than guidance; it demands trust, time, and a deep respect for the complexity of children’s learning (Bennett, 2017).
We must resist pressures to over-formalise the early years and instead champion the professionalism of educators and the rights of children. Play is not an optional extra it is the medium through which children make sense of the world, connect with others, and discover who they are. Nurturing this fundamental right will not only enrich their early years but also lay robust foundations for lifelong learning and well-being. Let us ensure it is protected, promoted, and proudly practiced in every Welsh setting.
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