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Part 1
Critical analysis of play-based pedagogy in Spain and its relevance to Wales
Introduction
A curriculum sets goals for education and is a framework that affects the opportunities for children to learn, participate and influence their learning experiences (OECD, 2021). Play-based provision is more than enjoyable activities: its quality depends on relationships, adult decisions and meaningful choices. This discussion will focus on the second cycle of the national framework for early childhood in Spain, Real Decreto 95/2022, for 3–6-year-olds. The national document does not reflect all practices in the different settings, and, in any case, the development of curricula is carried out by each autonomous community. Spain’s commitment to play raises useful questions for Wales, but its value depends on how educational intentions are balanced with agency, inclusion and practical resources. The pedagogy and evidence are explored before thinking about the implementation.
Pedagogy and children's agency
Article 6 is based on meaningful, emotionally positive experiences, experimentation and play, as well as relationships of affection and trust (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022b). This positions emotional security alongside learning rather than treating it as preparation for schoolwork. But if an activity is called 'playful' this does not establish whose ideas guide it. A game can be created to keep the fun going while reducing the choices available to the children and focusing on the adult's desired response. The key difference is if children can alter the direction of the activity, test an assumption, or come up with an unexpected solution (Zosh et al., 2018). Smolucha and Smolucha (2021) explain Vygotsky’s view that pretend play can support thinking and self-regulation. This offers a reason to protect children’s imagined roles, but it is a theoretical explanation, not proof that every pretend game produces the same benefits.
The competencies and assessment criteria are also included in the framework for Spain. These can be used by practitioners to help recognise learning but may also result in difficulties when play is used to generate pre-planned evidence. This is an interpretation – it is not evidence that Spanish teachers regularly narrow play. A pretend café, for example, could be used to discuss quantities, as children haggle over items in the menu, roles, etc. Questions from adults may provide opportunities for mathematical thinking (Weisberg et al., 2016), but requiring all children to complete the same counting task may disrupt the shared story. Educational intention is defensible when it opens possibilities without turning participation into compliance (Pyle and Danniels, 2017).
Skene et al. (2022) showed a benefit for guided play over direct instruction regarding early mathematics, shape knowledge and task switching and a benefit over free play with regards to spatial vocabulary. There were no differences for a number of other outcomes. As such, the evidence supports targeted guidance rather than universal superiority over other methods. Another challenge in implementing guidance and choice is the way they are applied. The practitioner’s judgement of an intervention’s effectiveness should be based on the children's engagement and influence as well as the learning objective. Passivity can overlook exclusion, while attempts to direct every interaction can limit opportunities for negotiation. Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels (2017) also found different developmental and academic understandings of play across 168 articles. The breadth of this review does not establish one best approach.
Language and cultural inclusion
In the context of foreign-language (FL) learning, Waddington's (2023) small scale qualitative study in FL education in Catalonia in the early years found issues related to teacher-centred approaches and expectations of learning only the target language. Questionnaires, play-scenario ratings and interviews focused on teachers' understandings, not on the prevalence of outcomes nationally or on long-term effects on the child. However, the research challenges the assumption that fun language learning activities will automatically provide meaningful choice. It highlights how language rules shape which children’s contributions are heard within the group.
In Welsh-medium, English-medium or bilingual provision, this means considering how children can contribute before assuming that limited spoken language indicates limited understanding. Shared play may be supported by gestures, objects and knowledge the families have of their home language, but families' interpretations must be verified by children's responses. A café menu reflecting different homes is useful only if children can influence its content and use. There is a need to be culturally responsive in terms of questioning adult expectations – whose experience defines an ordinary meal, whose communication is recognised and can a child disagree? The Spanish study poses these questions without prescribing the same strategy for Wales. Paz-Albo Prieto (2018) found positive views of family involvement among 120 tutors across 63 Spanish centres. These adult accounts support partnership, but do not establish how every family experiences it.
Inclusion and the learning environment
[bookmark: _GoBack]Articles 5 and 13 make a connection between inclusion and paying attention to individual differences and adaptation of practice, and Article 5 also mentions Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022b). The strength is that access becomes a responsibility of provision. But unrestricted choice may leave existing peer hierarchies untouched. A child who repeatedly watches the café may prefer observation, require communication support or face exclusion. Explanations cannot be distinguished by an adult from just one episode. Visual roles in play and materials that are accessible to children can be used (CAST, 2024), but we must review and understand that doing this without consulting a child can replace exclusion with adult control. In Wales, the ALN Code puts parents and children at the centre of discussions involving additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2021).
Experiences must be assessed for well-being and belonging, rather than just the presence of displays. It is important to understand that providing quiet areas of play can help children build trust in adults they are close to. We must remember that not all children need the same play activities to support their differences. Enabling adults, engaging experiences and effective environments are also linked to the Welsh guidance. The pertinent similarity relates to the ways principles transform opportunities. A pleasant setting has limited pedagogical value if materials are inaccessible, ideas are continually interrupted or children’s refusals are interpreted as a lack of engagement (Welsh Government, 2023). Blewitt et al. (2018) found benefits from social-emotional learning programmes for children aged two to six. However, programme outcomes do not prove that every play activity improves well-being.
Staffing ratios and resources
Structural conditions can help or hinder practitioners’ ability to observe before responding (Slot, 2018). OECD (2026) reports that Spain’s pre-primary child-to-teacher ratio decreased by 23% between 2015 and 2024, alongside declining enrolment and a slight increase in teacher numbers. This is an overall trend and not a legal classroom maximum, or evidence of the quality of interaction. Child-to-teacher ratios must be distinguished from ratios that include other staff who have contact with children. Examining research figures from around the country will not tell us whether adults could help children move from one activity to another, or whether a child received the extra help needed during their play. Having fewer children per teacher may allow more time for support (OECD, 2018). The benefits depend on how teachers manage their time.
Duggan et al. (2026) studied 19 primary schools in Wales. Staff described difficulties with staffing and funding. Its findings are practitioners' observations, rather than typical figures for all nurseries, or cause-and-effect evidence that staffing is the source of all problems. 
Funding and protected time also interact. Estyn (2024) found unequal access to early education and professional learning from 31 settings and schools and evidence from 15 local authorities. These findings question whether all Welsh provision has equal capacity to implement responsive pedagogy, without demonstrating that a particular purchasing decision improves learning. A setting could preserve part of the café and set aside a recurring period for children to revisit it. Care, safety and space must be considered. Evaluation should ask who returns, what develops and whose access improves, rather than assuming that protected time benefits everyone equally.
Assessment and professional learning
Article 12 defines assessment as continuous and formative, singles out systematic direct observation as the main technique and requires evaluation of educational practice (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022b). This provides a chance to look at children's progress in conjunction with adult provision. But if a record has a statement that an activity took place without indicating the next decision, it's an administrative product. For the café, observation may reveal negotiation, exclusion or emerging symbolic understanding. Practitioners should differentiate between what is observed and what is inferred as a motive, explore alternative explanations and determine if an adjustment was supportive in this regard.
This interpretive work needs to be supported by professional learning. Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland and Wollscheid's (2019) systematic review found that there are different practitioner conceptions of play-based learning. Claims of universal applicability are limited by its language and geographical coverage and the quality of every interaction cannot be determined by the teachers' reported beliefs. Egert, Fukkink and Eckhardt (2018) found a larger training effect on classroom quality than on child outcomes. Training attendance alone is therefore a weak measure of success; leaders should check what changes in interactions and children’s experiences.
Conclusion
The national framework in Spain provides a fruitful foundation for assessing play and emotional security and inclusion but policy commitments do not establish consistent implementation. Using adult-guided play can enhance learning for children, but adult direction must be limited so that children still have a choice. Observations can help with adapting practice and documenting findings. All the evidence found can be used to support decision-making, rather than substantiate arguments that the Spanish model is a better way everywhere. In Wales, reflection on time management, staffing and the use of language strategies is important. Children’s influence and access are key indicators of success, while remaining barriers should inform the next change. In Part 2, assessment practices that support these judgements are examined.

Part 2
Critical evaluation of assessment in Spanish early childhood education
Introduction
Assessment should help practitioners understand a child’s learning and improve provision. During this section, we examine how we use systematic observations while children are playing, using individual reports and collaborative reviews within Spanish Educación Infantil for children aged three to six years. Real Decreto 95/2022 provides the national framework; Orden EFP/608/2022 gives an implementation example for centres managed by the Ministry (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022a; 2022b). What we need to remember is that observations gather evidence, whereas reviews build up information over time. Both matter when they lead to changes that help the child.
Understanding the unique child
Recognising uniqueness requires attention to interests, relationships, languages, experiences and support needs (NAEYC, 2020). It does not mean abandoning curricular expectations. National assessment is global, continuous and formative, with systematic direct observation as its main technique and attention to each child’s starting point and development (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022b, Article 12). Shared criteria can draw attention to learning that has been missed. We must remember that teachers cannot expect a child to show understanding in the same way as other children. We should not assume that a child who uses gestures is less able than another who uses speech. When observing these children, we must continue checking, observing, noting and helping with any concerns, and offer any support needed.
Systematic observation during play
By watching a child during pretend or role play, we can learn without asking them to show what they are doing. For example, we can watch a child setting up a table for pretend tea with a friend, listening to them chat about what food they are making, and placing cups and plates in a certain way. We can see them making their own choices and interacting with others. You also need to note what materials were available and who helped. Did an adult suggest what to do? Did another child help set the table? These details matter when deciding what the child can do alone and what they can do with help. If the materials are hard to use or help is missing, the child may struggle. This should not be treated as a difficulty within the child without first checking the conditions around them.
An observer may look for what they expect a child to do and miss something else. So, watching play does not always give a fair picture of the child’s learning. A child who speaks often may be noticed more, while a quiet child’s learning may be missed. An observer may notice tensions during play and different ways of using language. Waddington (2023) studied foreign language teaching in the early years. The study shows that adults’ expectations about which language children should use can clash with children’s choices during play. Although its context limits generalisation, it raises a relevant assessment question: whose communicative choices are recognised? Sometimes children use a home language during play that the observer does not understand. Recording only limited use of the language of instruction would show only part of the child's competence.
An observer needs to separate what they have seen from what they think it means. Recording that a child handed over three cups is more defensible than immediately claiming secure understanding of number. The action could involve counting, matching familiar arrangements or imitating someone, such as a parent in pretend play. More observations in different situations can help practitioners explore these explanations. They do not need to keep interrupting play with questions; changing the materials and observing the child's response may provide further information. The resulting judgement is still provisional but now has the advantage that evidence and uncertainty are visible.
Reliability also requires attention to opportunity. A child playing in a group may not show the same confidence as they do with a trusted adult. Observing both situations can give a fuller picture of how the child plays and interacts. Talking with parents or carers and comparing their information with observations can help practitioners explain their decisions (Clark, 2017). Observing with a colleague can bring different views, but both adults may hold assumptions that are inaccurate. Systematic observation is best when it is shared to give information for a specific change and review; and observations that are simply piled up will add to workload but do not establish educational benefit.
Individual reports and collaborative review
Individual reports provide evidence in chronological order and provide continuity between adults. Within the Ministry’s management area, the order provides for initial assessment informed by families, contributions from professionals, assessment meetings and individual reports (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022a, Articles 16 and 20). This is where the second approach refers to the evaluative process which creates and reviews the reports, not the report itself. Its advantage is that it can identify patterns across time rather than relying on one memorable event. The downside is that a succinct summary can mask inconsistencies and a questionable conclusion can come across as definite.
Carr and Lee (2019) offer a comparison with formative assessment and partnership with learners and families by using Learning Stories. Their approach is not a requirement of the Spanish curriculum. Its relevance is whether an assessment account can identify a child's interests and also can facilitate discussion on learning. But a positive story is not automatically critical. Distress, a sense of exclusion and adult support behind participation can be overlooked in a story about confidence. Reggio Emilia also connects participation, documentation and assessment (Rinaldi, 2021). This provides a useful comparison, rather than evidence that Spanish reports follow the Reggio approach.
Yılmaz et al. (2023) suggest that assessment as learning can be achieved using portfolios via revisiting and reflecting. Their article constructs a theoretical model and thus does not prove that using portfolios improves outcomes in Spanish contexts. However, it is a good extension for report review: children could go back to their chosen evidence and add to it in terms of its meaning. In the café example, a child could select a picture and indicate what they would like to change, reenact an interaction or explain a role. The mere gathering of photographs would not generate this participation, and children cannot be made to accept adults' interpretations.
Voice inclusion and ethical judgement
Children need different ways to share their views. Murray (2019) cautions against treating children’s voices as one shared view. Sun et al. (2023) reviewed methods and ethics in research with young children. Research participation differs from classroom assessment, but its questions about power and inclusion remain useful. Practitioners should offer gestures and familiar objects alongside conversation, and recognise refusal and uncertainty. Treating spoken answers as the best evidence risks overlooking children who communicate differently. Clark’s (2017) Mosaic approach offers several ways to listen; using child-friendly tools alone does not remove adult control.
The methods should also be contrasted with respect to the speed with which they lead to action. Observations can help with an immediate response, e.g. providing a quieter room; and a scheduled review can investigate the efficacy of this adjustment over a number of weeks. Waiting for a formal report may be a way of stalling the provision of support. However, reacting to each individual event can lead to provision which is inconsistent. A proportionate approach involves making timely changes as well as planning for review and provides clarity for what led to the decision, what has changed and what evidence would support the decision to continue or revise.
Professional conditions and implications for Wales
Pyle and DeLuca (2017) found a mismatch between teachers’ views of play and what they assessed, using data from 77 Ontario teachers. This identifies a risk, not a national finding about Spain. Both assessment approaches need professional knowledge and time for discussion. Large groups and competing demands may leave quieter children unnoticed. Leaders should check whose experiences are missing, whether records guide provision and whether staff can review changes. More documents do not necessarily mean better assessment.
Welsh guidance places individual progress at the centre of assessment (Welsh Government, 2024). Learning from Spain should therefore connect observation, discussion and action within Welsh requirements. Aras (2019) found that collaborative action research helped three Turkish teachers use observations and portfolios to change planning. This small study did not test effects on children’s learning, so it supports a process to try, rather than a guaranteed outcome. One observation, a discussion of other explanations and a change that is reviewed can provide a practical starting point.
Conclusion
Observation gives information about learning in context; reports and joint review connect evidence over time. Neither guarantees recognition of the unique child. Observation may favour visible behaviours, while reports may turn uncertain judgements into labels. Both are stronger when children and families contribute and adults question their own provision. Assessment should be judged by whether it helps children participate and learn. For Wales, the useful principle is a cycle of noticing, questioning, adapting and reviewing, supported by time and professional learning.
Part 3
Adult decisions that support inclusive play
Imagine a pretend café where children are discussing who will cook. An adult comes with a counting job, and talking now turns into a quest to get the right answers. Elsewhere, an adult stays back while one child is repeatedly refused a role by peers. In both scenarios there are the same professional questions: When does our involvement extend play, and when does it contract play? An answer that will make curriculum change possible during regular routines is needed for early years practitioners and leaders in Wales. A curriculum statement can't make this decision for us, but we can take as a starting point Spain's commitment to meaningful experiences, experimentation and play (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022b). The Welsh nursery curriculum also emphasises enabling adults, experiences and environments (Welsh Government, 2022).
Guidance needs a reason.
When we join the play, we can bring in language, materials or things that children haven't encountered in the play. Skene et al. (2022) identified that guided play benefits some outcomes, including early mathematics, but not all outcomes studied. This helps towards meaningful guidance; it is not an excuse to make all games an adult's lesson. What is it that our intervention can help the children do next? Guidance might be stretching their thinking if they come up with an idea, challenge a suggestion or find another solution. If they wait for our next instructions, we should rethink who is directing the experience.
There could be an additional tray offered by an adult in the imagined café, if children are experiencing difficulty carrying their orders. It may extend their problem solving without determining the solution. But even something as positive as a suggestion may interfere with a child's plan. Pause after offering support and observe whether and how the children respond to it. 
Choice must be accessible.
Leaving children to choose does not guarantee inclusion. Language requirements, established friendships and inaccessible materials can determine who can enter a game before adults get involved. A recent study by Waddington (2023) on foreign language education in Catalonia in the early stages questions the notions of playfulness and agency. Although its specific context cannot represent all Spanish practice, it does make us think about whose communication counts. A meaningful gesture or exchange in a home language may be considered meaningful even if the language of the exchange is not the one planned for by the teacher.
Change the routine before buying the resource.
You can have a new play area that is perceived as curriculum improvement while leaving the underlying difficulty unchanged. If the cleaning is continually an interruption to the child's plans, then more equipment will not address the problem. UNICEF (2018) similarly treats time, materials and staff preparation as connected conditions for play. Another handout cannot create time for responsive conversation when adults are occupied with care tasks. The Welsh enabling learning guidance links adults, experiences and environments and their interaction is used as a valuable focus for change (Welsh Government, 2023).
In a qualitative study of 19 Welsh primary schools, Duggan et al. (2026) identify challenges of staffing and budget. These accounts are not necessarily estimates for each nursery, but they do question recommendations which assume unlimited adult involvement. Leaders are able to examine the points of conflict in responsibilities and protect a manageable opportunity for sustained interaction. If part of the café is kept open this might allow the children a second chance to revisit an idea provided space, care and access for other children are considered. It is not just a longer play session; it is about improved participation and developing learning. OECD (2019) also examines training and working conditions, but its staff survey cannot directly establish children’s learning outcomes.
Professional learning should examine decisions.
Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland and Wollscheid (2019) find that there are different conceptions of play-based learning among practitioners. Common language cannot take the place of discussion about what adults do. Review the one short description of play in a team meeting. Try to think of the adult's motives for responding, various other interpretations and consequences. A child who appears disengaged may be responding to an unfamiliar communication style or a barrier created by the setting.
This discussion should allow colleagues to question each other without treating every difficulty as a personal failure. Leaders should also consider staffing and routines to see if they were appropriate for the planned response. A small trial is more informative than everyone simply saying we need to be more child-centred. For instance, alter the way that roles are introduced and then explore whose participation changes. Testing the decision is a necessary part of improving: this includes times when the first explanation is shown to be incorrect.
Documentation must lead somewhere.
Focusing on a busy café, there is activity that can be captured in a photo, but it cannot be determined whether all children had influence. Carr and Lee (2019) provide a view of formative assessment and partnerships through the lens of Learning Stories. This is a reflective resource and is not a requirement of the Spanish curriculum. The value for change is related to opening discussion regarding the child and the upcoming opportunity. An attractive story has limited practical value if provision remains unchanged.
Make enough notes to justify a decision, including the support provided and alternative explanations. Encourage families to share what they know and invite children to revisit an experience in accessible ways. Take brief written notes where these will provide sufficient answers to the question. Photography should have a clear educational purpose, respect permission and privacy, and leave adults available to respond to children. Then examine whether the change helped. Re-think the explanation if participation is still limited before gathering more evidence on the same issue.
A commitment we can review.
Start with one consistent choice that has an impact on play opportunities. Determine the barrier, agree to an adjustment and make arrangements for a review. Inquire about opportunities that were gained and/or lost and whether children had influence over the activity. Some children may gain from the change and others may have difficulties. This finding should inform further adaptation. Curriculum change becomes credible when we can explain how our decisions improve children’s experiences and remain willing to revise decisions that do not work for them.
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