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1) Compare and contrast two different play-based approaches, you should include a critical analysis of the curricula guidance.
Introduction
Over the last twenty years, education in Wales has undergone substantial transformation. One of the most significant developments has been the replacement of the Foundation Phase (FP) a play-based curriculum for children aged 3 to 7, with the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), a more cohesive framework covering learners from age 3 to 16. While both curricula advocate for holistic, child-centred education, they diverge in structure, pedagogical philosophy, and practical implementation.(Macdonald,2018) This essay compares the two curricular models with a specific focus on play-based learning. It explores the successes and limitations of the FP, the rationale for reform as outlined in Professor Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures report, and the benefits and challenges of the CfW in sustaining and evolving the use of play as a pedagogical strategy.
The Foundation Phase: A Play-Based Pedagogical Innovation
Introduced in 2008 and made statutory in 2010, the Foundation Phase marked a transformative approach to early years education in Wales. Influenced by Scandinavian education systems, it championed developmentally appropriate practice and placed play at the heart of learning. Through hands-on, experiential activities, the FP aimed to meet the physical, emotional, and cognitive needs of young children. The curriculum was structured around seven Areas of Learning, including domains such as Personal and Social Development, Wellbeing and Cultural Diversity, and Knowledge and Understanding of the World.(Donaldson, 2015)  Within this model, play was not seen as supplementary but as the principal vehicle for learning. Classrooms became more informal and child-led, with teaching assistants playing a vital role in facilitating learning alongside teachers.(OECD,2017)
Evaluation of the Foundation Phase: Strengths and Limitations
Strengths
Evaluations commissioned by the Welsh Government, such as the Stocktake Report (2014) and the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase (2015), highlighted several key strengths of the FP. Notably, the play-based approach significantly enhanced pupil wellbeing and engagement. Teachers observed greater motivation and enjoyment among learners, particularly in younger age groups. Play was found to promote language development, social skills, and problem-solving abilities. (Welsh Government,2014) The FP also encouraged inclusive education by accommodating diverse learning styles and developmental needs. Another strength was the collaborative model between teachers and teaching assistants, which allowed for more individualised support and increased flexibility in delivering learning experiences.
Limitations
Despite these achievements, the implementation of the FP was uneven across Wales. There were marked disparities in how play-based pedagogy was understood and applied among schools and local authorities. (Welsh Government,2015c) In some contexts, play was misinterpreted as lacking educational value or structure, leading to tension between child-led exploration and the delivery of purposeful learning. Progression and transition, especially in Year 2, posed further challenges as concerns emerged about pupils’ readiness for the more formal expectations of Key Stage 2. Assessment practices also proved problematic. The Foundation Phase Profile lacked clear benchmarks, making it difficult to measure progress or ensure accountability effectively. Additionally, the burden of planning and evidencing learning was considerable for staff, many of whom called for more professional development, particularly in connecting play-based learning to curricular outcomes and assessment strategies. (Macdonald,2018)
The Rationale for Change: The Donaldson Report and Successful Futures
The Welsh Government commissioned Professor Graham Donaldson to undertake a comprehensive curriculum review. His report, Successful Futures (2015), laid the foundation for the Curriculum for Wales. While recognising the achievements of the Foundation Phase, especially its focus on experiential, child-led learning, Donaldson also identified systemic issues that required reform:
· Discontinuity between phases: The transition from the Foundation Phase to Key Stage 2 was abrupt, leading to pedagogical misalignment.
· Overloaded and prescriptive content: Teachers felt restricted by an overly detailed curriculum, leaving limited scope for creativity or deeper learning.
· Lack of a shared educational vision: The curriculum lacked a clearly articulated purpose. (Donaldson,2015)
To address these issues, Donaldson proposed a purpose-driven curriculum built around the Four Purposes: to develop learners who are ambitious and capable, enterprising and creative, ethical and informed, and healthy and confident. These principles would underpin all learning experiences from age 3 to 16, guiding curriculum design and pedagogy.
The Curriculum for Wales: A Systemic Redesign
The Curriculum for Wales, launched in 2022, marks a major shift from prescriptive, content-driven models to a flexible, purpose-led framework. Replacing the Foundation Phase (which covered ages 3–7), the CfW introduces a unified 3–16 continuum designed to support seamless learning across early years, primary, and secondary phases. Organised into six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs) and underpinned by cross-curricular skills, literacy, numeracy, and digital competence, it promotes interdisciplinary, holistic learning.(No.7,nodate) A key innovation is the use of flexible progression steps rather than fixed milestones, enabling schools to tailor education to their learners’ needs, local contexts, and cultural identities.
The Role of Play in the Curriculum for Wales
Play remains a recognised and valued mode of learning in the early stages of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), with guidance such as the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings highlighting its importance for young children’s exploration, creativity, and holistic development. However, unlike the Foundation Phase, where play was the central pedagogy, the CfW treats play as one of many strategies, leaving its use open to interpretation and reliant on individual schools and practitioners.(Welsh Government,2023) This flexibility allows for innovation but also risks inconsistencies in how play is embedded, particularly as children progress into later stages where formal assessment pressures increase. Without a statutory emphasis, play could become marginalised unless actively championed. To ensure its continued relevance, educators need strong professional development, clear leadership, and a shared commitment to recognising play as a powerful approach to learning, not just in the early years, but throughout the entire 3–16 continuum.(Play.Wales, NoDate)
Comparing the Curricula: Key Similarities and Differences

Pedagogical Approach
Both the Foundation Phase (FP) and the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) are grounded in a commitment to child-centred, experiential learning. They reject traditional didactic models in favour of active engagement, recognising that children learn best when they are emotionally invested, physically involved, and intellectually curious. However, there is a fundamental difference in how each curriculum envisions the role of play. The FP explicitly positioned play as the dominant mode of learning for children aged 3–7, embedding it as a statutory expectation across all areas of learning. (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002b) Play was not only accepted but required, supporting a developmental approach that aligned with contemporary early childhood research. In contrast, the CfW adopts a broader pedagogical stance. It acknowledges play as a valid and valuable learning method, particularly for younger learners at the earlier progression steps, but does not enshrine it as the core pedagogy. Instead, the CfW promotes a diverse range of strategies, allowing educators to select approaches based on their learners' needs, contexts, and interests. This shift reflects an effort to create greater alignment across the full 3–16 continuum, but it also risks diminishing the visibility and status of play, especially as children advance through the primary years and beyond. (Waters and Payler, 2015)
Structure and Flexibility
Structurally, the FP offered a relatively clear framework, organised into seven Areas of Learning, with specific outcomes and guidance to support implementation. While there was scope for local adaptation, the FP provided a more uniform vision of early years practice across Wales. This consistency helped to embed play-based learning more widely but could also lead to a “one size fits all” approach that occasionally failed to reflect the unique contexts of different communities or individual children. (House of Commons, 2024) The CfW, by contrast, represents a significant departure in terms of autonomy. It entrusts schools with the responsibility to co-construct their own curricula within the overarching structure of six AoLEs and the Four Purposes. Schools are expected to design learning experiences that reflect local priorities, learner profiles, and developmental trajectories. This marks a philosophical shift toward system-wide decentralisation and professional trust. While this greater flexibility enables innovation, creativity, and responsiveness to local needs, it also creates variability in how core pedagogical principles, such as play,  are interpreted and enacted. Without clear statutory direction, the implementation of play-based approaches is increasingly reliant on individual school ethos and leadership priorities.(Softvenceomega,2025)

Assessment and Progression
Assessment has long been a complex issue in early years education, and both curricula have grappled with how best to monitor and support learner development without undermining the holistic nature of play-based learning. The FP relied heavily on observational assessment and broad developmental outcomes. While this aligned well with a child-led ethos, it sometimes lacked clarity and consistency, making it difficult to measure progress reliably or demonstrate accountability in ways that satisfied policymakers and inspectors. (House of Commons, 2024)
The CfW attempts to address these concerns through the introduction of progression steps, flexible developmental milestones that describe what learners should be able to do at broadly expected points (age ranges between 5 to 16). These are designed to support continuous progression, rather than age-based standardisation, and emphasise depth of understanding over coverage. However, questions remain about how well these steps accommodate the nonlinear, often unpredictable nature of learning through play. There is a risk that attempts to formalise progress tracking, especially if linked to external accountability measures, could lead to a resurgence of more traditional, measurable forms of assessment, which might disincentivise genuinely play-based practice. (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002b)
Strengths and Challenges of the Curriculum for Wales
Among the key strengths of the CfW is its emphasis on continuity and coherence across the entire 3–16 age range. This structural unity addresses long-standing issues of disjointed transitions between educational phases. Another notable strength is the professional empowerment it affords teachers, granting them the freedom to design curricula responsive to their learners' needs and contexts. This autonomy enhances engagement and relevance in classroom practice. The CfW’s grounding in the Four Purposes offers a compelling vision for education, one that promotes creativity, ethical awareness, and resilience alongside academic achievement. This aligns well with the foundational principles of play-based learning. (GOV.WALES,NoDate) Furthermore, the CfW creates opportunities to extend exploratory, inquiry-based approaches beyond the early years, potentially fostering deeper engagement and critical thinking throughout schooling.
Despite these advantages, the curriculum also presents challenges. A major concern is inconsistency. The broad flexibility afforded to schools may lead to significant variation in practice, particularly in how play-based approaches are maintained beyond the early years. Without clear mandates, there is a risk that play could be deprioritised in favour of more formal, outcomes-driven teaching, especially under external accountability pressures. Successful implementation of the CfW hinges on comprehensive professional development. Teachers require sustained training in curriculum design, child development, and the integration of play-based methods to deliver on the curriculum’s ambitions. Lastly, aligning assessment practices with experiential, play-based learning remains a complex task. It is essential to develop meaningful assessment strategies that capture the depth of learning without diminishing the pedagogical value of play.(BERA, NoDate)

Conclusion
The transition from the Foundation Phase to the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) signifies a substantial shift in both educational philosophy and structural design. While the FP played a critical role in embedding play as a core pedagogical approach, it faced challenges related to consistency, progression, and assessment. The CfW builds upon many of the FP’s strengths, particularly its emphasis on child-centred and experiential learning, but reframes them within a more expansive and purpose-led framework. Play-based learning continues to hold value within the new curriculum, particularly in early education, but its sustained relevance depends on how schools choose to implement and interpret the CfW. The curriculum’s flexibility is both an asset and a challenge, it allows for innovation but requires significant professional expertise and leadership to realise its full potential. Ultimately, the success of play-based pedagogy in Wales will rest on the support provided to practitioners and their ability to keep play at the heart of meaningful, developmentally appropriate learning.

2) Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ , critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking age and stage related development models and assessments within early years curricula.

Introduction
The principle of the ‘Unique Child’ is a foundational concept in contemporary early childhood education frameworks, notably within the UK's Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). It emphasizes that every child is an individual with distinct needs, interests, abilities, and learning paths. In the context of play-based curricula, which prioritize experiential and child-led learning, the challenge lies in designing assessment and developmental tracking systems that honour this individuality without imposing rigid, normative benchmarks.
This essay critically evaluates the methods of assessment, progress tracking, and developmental models used within play-based learning environments through the lens of the ‘Unique Child’. It explores how different systems accommodate (or fail to accommodate) the variability in children’s development, and how educators can align their practices to nurture the holistic growth of each learner. (Schwartz and Unger, 2010).
Understanding the ‘Unique Child’
The concept of the ‘Unique Child’ is embedded in developmentalist theories such as those of Piaget, Vygotsky, and Bronfenbrenner, which recognize that learning is influenced by biological, social, cultural, and emotional factors. Children do not develop in a linear fashion; rather, they progress through a dynamic and interrelated set of experiences.
Within the EYFS, this idea encourages educators to observe and respond to children’s interests and progress, rather than rely solely on age-based expectations. This principle is closely aligned with play-based learning, which relies on open-ended, child-initiated exploration rather than predetermined outcomes.(Early Years Coalition, 2021)
Assessment Methods in Play-Based Curricula
Assessment in play-based settings must be formative, flexible, and holistic, focusing on understanding the learning process rather than just outcomes. Common methods include:
1. Observational Assessment
Observational assessment involves teachers documenting children’s play, interactions, and problem-solving using methods such as anecdotal notes, video or audio recordings, and learning journals. This approach allows practitioners to gain nuanced insights into how each child learns, responds to their environment, and interacts with others. It supports a strengths-based view of development, highlighting children’s competencies and capabilities rather than focusing solely on deficits or delays. Furthermore, it captures spontaneous and authentic learning moments that might otherwise be missed in more formal assessments. However, observational assessment can be time-consuming and subject to practitioner bias. (Waldron and McLeskey, 2010). The accuracy and usefulness of the data depend heavily on the observer’s skill in interpretation, which can vary widely. Without consistent training and shared understanding among staff, there is a risk of inconsistency and inequity in how children’s development is assessed. From a critical perspective, while observational assessment aligns strongly with the ethos of the ‘Unique Child’, its effectiveness hinges on robust professional development and moderation processes. Only with these supports in place can practitioners ensure that observations are meaningful, equitable, and reflective of each child’s individual learning journey.
2. Learning Stories and Portfolios (Reggio Emilia)
Learning stories and portfolios, inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach, represent a qualitative method of assessment that involves compiling detailed narratives to document a child's developmental journey. These stories reflect the child’s voice, interests, and progress, offering a holistic picture of their learning over time. This approach values the child as an active participant, encouraging them to engage with and reflect on their own learning experiences.
One of the major strengths of learning stories is their ability to empower children and make their learning visible in a meaningful, personalised way. They also provide a valuable tool for engaging families, fostering a shared understanding of the child’s growth and supporting strong home-school connections. Additionally, they highlight individual progress over time, respecting the unique pace and pathway of each child. However, learning stories and portfolios present certain limitations. They are not easily quantifiable or comparable, which can be challenging in educational systems that rely on standardised data for accountability. Without a clear framework grounded in developmental knowledge, they may also become overly anecdotal or lose their educational value.(Storypark,2017)
From a critical perspective, learning stories align deeply with the ‘Unique Child’ principle, honouring each child’s individuality and complexity. Nonetheless, their adoption may be constrained in settings where standardised assessment and measurable outcomes are prioritised. To be effectively implemented, they require both philosophical commitment and a supportive policy environment that values qualitative insights as much as quantitative data.
3. Developmental Checklists and Progression Charts (Montessori)
Developmental checklists and progression charts, commonly used in Montessori settings, are tools designed to track a child’s mastery of specific skills or concepts through structured and sequential activities. These instruments offer a systematic way to monitor learning and ensure that key developmental milestones are being addressed. One of the main strengths of this approach is that it provides clear, objective indicators of progress, which can be particularly useful for identifying specific learning needs or gaps in understanding. These tools help educators and families see what a child has achieved and what support might be needed next, making them valuable for planning and intervention.
However, there are notable limitations. By focusing primarily on observable outcomes, developmental checklists may inadvertently reduce learning to a series of tick-box tasks. This risks overlooking vital areas such as creativity, social-emotional development, and the often non-linear, holistic nature of early childhood learning.(aim, nodate) From a critical standpoint, while these tools offer helpful structure and clarity, they must be used alongside open-ended, observational methods to fully honour the concept of the ‘Unique Child’. Without this balance, there is a danger of promoting a narrow, reductionist view of development that constrains children's agency and fails to capture the richness of their learning experiences.

Key Strategies
Effective assessment of young children often incorporates a range of strategies designed to reflect their individuality and developmental journey. Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) are tailored documents that align learning opportunities with each child’s interests, abilities, and developmental stage, ensuring a personalised and responsive approach. Narrative progress mapping is another valuable strategy, capturing qualitative changes over time, such as increased engagement, collaboration, or problem-solving sophistication, rather than relying solely on fixed benchmarks. (Care Learning,2024) Additionally, digital assessment platforms like Tapestry and LearningBook offer real-time documentation and enable greater parent engagement, though they carry the risk of over-quantifying play-based experiences if not used thoughtfully.
Critical Evaluation
Assessment systems such as Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) align well with the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ by offering personalised insights, but they demand consistent commitment from practitioners and effective communication with families to be truly meaningful. Digital platforms can significantly enhance parental involvement and real-time documentation; however, they also risk shifting the focus toward performance-based evidence, which may inadvertently prioritize outcomes over the learning process. Ultimately, progress tracking within play-based curricula needs to capture the depth and richness of each child’s development, avoiding overly rigid comparisons to age-related norms that can overlook individual growth trajectories.
Models in Practice:
The EYFS Development Matters framework in the UK provides age bands and developmental statements designed to guide planning and assessment. Its main advantage is offering structure and clarity, particularly helpful for less experienced practitioners. However, it can inadvertently pathologize children who don’t fit neatly into these age categories, especially those with additional needs or from diverse cultural backgrounds.(Early Years Careers, 2025)
Montessori’s concept of Sensitive Periods highlights critical windows when children are especially ready to learn certain skills such as order, movement, or language. This model’s strength lies in recognizing individual variability in readiness and capacity. On the downside, if applied rigidly or dogmatically, it risks becoming inflexible and limiting.(Anon,2024)
Te Whāriki, the early years curriculum from New Zealand, presents a holistic framework that prioritizes aspirations over developmental stages, placing culture, identity, and family at the heart of learning. This approach deeply respects the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ and allows for broad interpretation. However, it may fall short when specific guidance is needed for targeted interventions or accountability measures.
Critical Analysis
Developmental models serve as useful guides rather than strict prescriptions. Educators should approach them with a critical mindset, using these frameworks to inform, but not dictate, planning and support.
The real risk arises when developmental expectations become rigid performance benchmarks. This shift can foster deficit thinking about children who develop at different rates or in diverse ways.
To genuinely honour the concept of the ‘Unique Child,’ it is essential to apply developmental models flexibly, grounding decisions in careful observation, ongoing dialogue with families, and cultural responsiveness. Implications for Policy and Practice
Policy Considerations
It is crucial to balance flexibility with accountability. Frameworks such as the EYFS need to provide space for professional judgment and recognize the diverse developmental paths children may take.
Investing in educator training is essential. Skilled practitioners play a vital role in accurately interpreting observations, planning appropriate next steps, and communicating learning effectively to families and colleagues.
There is also a need to rethink the concept of readiness. Transition assessments, like those for school readiness, should adopt a holistic approach that values social-emotional and creative skills alongside traditional literacy and numeracy measures.(Local Government Association, 2023)

Conclusion
Assessment, progress monitoring, and developmental frameworks in play-based curricula need to embody and uphold the concept of the ‘Unique Child.’ This requires adopting approaches that are adaptable, comprehensive, and sensitive to each child’s individual growth, all while thoughtfully managing the demands of educational accountability. Successful practice involves integrating various methods, applying structured developmental benchmarks without turning children into mere statistics, and pairing detailed observations with purposeful tracking to guide support and foster challenge. Ultimately, play-based learning thrives when it allows children to develop at their own pace and in their own way, with educators acting as collaborative guides throughout that process.

3) Write a blog suitable for a professional publication on Nursery World, linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum changes
Title: Navigating Change: Key Considerations for Implementing a Play-Based Curriculum
By Elizabeth Thomas
In recent years, the early years education sector has found itself at the crossroads of pedagogical reform and practical implementation. Whether responding to national curriculum shifts, such as the transition from Wales Foundation Phase to the Curriculum for Wales, or adapting to evolving understandings of child development, the question remains: how do we implement play-based learning effectively within changing educational frameworks? Play-based learning is widely recognised as central to high-quality early years provision. ( Teachers Institute,2024) Rooted in decades of developmental theory and supported by research, play enables children to explore, experiment, communicate, and build relationships. However, embedding this approach within new or evolving curricula is complex. It requires not only a shared understanding of what play is, but also strategic planning, strong leadership, and sustained professional development. (College, 2024)
One of the most critical steps in implementing a play-based curriculum is achieving a shared vision among practitioners, leaders, and stakeholders. Misunderstandings around play can lead to confusion or diluted practice. Play is not the absence of teaching, it is a rich, intentional, and purposeful context for learning. Practitioners must be confident in articulating how play supports developmental goals and curriculum outcomes, particularly in literacy, numeracy, and personal and social development. With increasing flexibility in curriculum design, especially in frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales, settings are empowered to tailor learning to their community.(Nikoçeviq-Kurti, Saqipi and Kaçaniku, 2025)
This autonomy is empowering but also demands clarity. How does your play-based approach align with the wider curriculum vision? Which experiences do children need to meet learning aims, and how can these be embedded authentically within play?
Curriculum planning must avoid the temptation to retrofit play into adult-led structures. Instead, it should begin with the child, what they are curious about, what they need to learn, and how they learn best. Ensuring curriculum coherence while maintaining the spontaneity of play is an art as much as a science. The physical and emotional environment plays a pivotal role in supporting play-based learning. (Welsh Government,2014)Spaces must be open-ended, well-resourced, and designed to invite exploration and sustained engagement. Thoughtfully arranged environments foster independence, collaboration, and inquiry. But they must also reflect the curriculum, offering provocations and materials that align with learning goals while remaining responsive to children’s interests. Outdoor learning, in particular, offers expansive opportunities for risk-taking, problem-solving, and connection to the natural world, an essential component of holistic development often underutilised in structured curricula.
Assessment in a play-based context must be meaningful, formative, and rooted in observation. Over-reliance on data or rigid benchmarks can distort practice, shifting focus from the child’s process to quantifiable outputs. Practitioners need tools and frameworks that allow them to capture rich evidence of learning, narratives, photos, child voice without interrupting the flow of play. Professional trust is essential. When educators are trusted to use their professional judgement and reflect deeply on children’s learning, assessment becomes a tool for understanding, not surveillance. Sustained professional learning is vital. Implementing a play-based curriculum is not a one-off initiative; it is an ongoing journey of reflection and refinement.(NAEYC,2023)Staff need time to observe, question, and discuss practice. Peer learning, coaching, and communities of practice can be powerful mechanisms for embedding a play-based ethos. Leaders have a critical role in fostering this culture. Their support in valuing play, allocating resources, protecting child-led time, and celebrating successes will shape the depth and sustainability of implementation.
Curriculum changes, while often daunting, also present an opportunity. They give practitioners the chance to reassess what matters most in early years education. A well-implemented play-based approach can offer the perfect balance of structure and freedom supporting children’s holistic development while meeting statutory requirements.(GOV.wales,nodate) But implementation must be purposeful. It is not enough to advocate for play, we must invest in the knowledge, tools, and environments that make it meaningful. As the sector evolves, keeping children’s agency, joy, and wellbeing at the heart of practice will be the measure of success.
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