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Exploring the Role of Play-Based Learning in Supporting the Engagement and Inclusion of Learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in Mainstream Primary Classrooms in Wales


1. Introduction
Inclusive education has become a central priority in Welsh educational policy. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 together create a policy environment in which mainstream schools are expected to support the full diversity of learners, including those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), within everyday classroom practice rather than through separate provision. The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021) sets out the statutory guidance for this reform, which replaces the earlier Special Educational Needs framework with a single system for learners from birth to the age of twenty-five.
Alongside this reform, Wales has a long-established tradition of play-based pedagogy in the early years, formalised through the Foundation Phase Framework for children aged three to seven (Welsh Government, 2015). Play-based learning is well evidenced as a developmentally appropriate pedagogy, associated with gains in working memory, cognitive flexibility and self-regulation (Allee-Herndon and Roberts, 2021), and it is understood within the early intervention and special education literature as a naturalistic context for developing communication, social and motor skills (Lifter et al., 2011). Yet, despite this evidence base and the parallel emphasis in Welsh policy on inclusive practice and play-based pedagogy, I located little research examining how the two agendas meet in practice: specifically, how practitioners in Welsh mainstream primary schools use play-based learning to support learners with ALN.
This gap has practical consequences. Estyn’s thematic reviews of ALN reform (Estyn, 2023; 2024) indicate that implementation across Wales has been inconsistent, and that many school leaders were concerned about sustaining provision once additional funding ends. If practitioners are expected to draw on play-based approaches to support learners with ALN, but there is little evidence about how they do so, on what basis they adapt their practice, or what constrains them, then policy and professional learning risk being developed without a secure evidence base from the practitioners closest to the work.
Conn and Hutt (2020) provide an important part of this picture, identifying tensions in how practitioners reconcile individualised ALN arrangements with the broader curriculum vision. Their focus, however, was ALN reform in the light of curriculum change rather than any particular pedagogical approach. The present study narrows the focus, asking how one pedagogical approach, play-based learning, is used, adapted and experienced by the practitioners who deliver it.
Data were generated through semi-structured interviews with four practitioners in different roles in relation to ALN provision: a teaching assistant, a class teacher and two Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinators (ALNCos). These four accounts do not represent practice across Wales, and this limitation, together with others encountered during the research, is examined critically in Section 8. What the study offers is a detailed, practitioner-grounded account of how play-based learning is understood and enacted as an inclusive strategy in four professional contexts. The data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic analysis and interpreted through a Vygotskian lens attentive to scaffolding, the zone of proximal development and mediating tools.
The report is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature, situating the study within Vygotskian theory, the general evidence on play-based learning and the Welsh policy context. Section 3 presents the research questions. Section 4 sets out the methodology, research tools and ethical framework. Section 5 describes the method of data analysis. Section 6 presents the findings, and Section 7 discusses their implications for practice and future research. Section 8 evaluates the research process, including its limitations.




2. Literature review
This section situates the study within three bodies of literature: the Vygotskian theory that frames the analysis, the evidence on play-based learning and its relevance to additional needs, and the Welsh policy context for ALN reform. It closes by identifying the gap the study addresses.

2.1 Theoretical framework: a socio-cultural view of play and learning
The study adopts a socio-cultural framework drawn from the work of Vygotsky (1978). Three linked concepts are central to the analysis: the zone of proximal development (ZPD), scaffolding and mediation through cultural tools.
Vygotsky (1978) argued that learning is fundamentally social, occurring first between people before it is internalised by the individual. The ZPD describes the distance between what a child can do independently and what they can achieve with the support of a more knowledgeable other. For practitioners, the concept reframes the task of teaching: the aim is to work just beyond what the learner can currently manage alone, with support calibrated to their needs. This matters for learners with ALN, whose independent level may differ from that of their peers in particular domains, and for whom well-judged support may be the difference between participating in an activity and being excluded from it.
Vygotsky (1978) also gave play a distinctive developmental status. He argued that in play children behave beyond their average age and beyond their everyday behaviour, so that play creates its own zone of proximal development. Play involves imagined situations governed by implicit rules, and children must regulate their impulses to stay within them. On this account, play is not a break from learning but one of its most powerful contexts.
The second concept, scaffolding, was developed by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976), who described how a more knowledgeable other can help a learner achieve something beyond their unaided reach by controlling those aspects of a task that the learner cannot yet manage, then gradually withdrawing that support as competence grows. The term has since become widely used in educational practice, sometimes loosely. In this study it is used in its more precise sense: support that is contingent on the learner’s responses, directed at a goal and designed to fade. The precision matters because ‘support’ in the ALN context can slide into doing things for a child, which is not scaffolding.
The third concept, mediation, refers to Vygotsky’s (1978) argument that human thinking is shaped by cultural tools and signs, language being the most important, which stand between the learner and the world and transform how activity is carried out. In classrooms, mediating tools include spoken language, symbols, visual supports and communication systems. This is directly relevant to learners with communication needs, for whom alternative or augmentative tools may be what makes participation in shared activity possible at all.
Vygotskian ideas have been developed into approaches to early education in which adults deliberately support and extend children’s play, for example by Bodrova and Leong (2007). This underlines that, in this tradition, the adult’s role in play-based learning is active rather than passive.
Taken together, these concepts provide a framework for asking not only what practitioners do when they use play to support learners with ALN, but why it might work and what it depends upon. The framework suggests that effective practice relies on skilled adults who can judge the learner’s zone of proximal development, provide contingent scaffolding and offer appropriate mediating tools. I use the framework as an interpretive lens in the discussion, not as a device for generating themes, which were developed inductively from the data (Section 5).
A critical note is warranted. Vygotsky’s own writing on play focused mainly on the pre-school years, and it is contested how far his account extends to older children or to children with developmental differences. Care is therefore needed in applying the framework to primary-aged learners with ALN, and Section 7 returns to this limitation.
2.2 Play-based learning: the general evidence
Play-based learning is used in many ways in the literature, and definitions vary. In this study it refers to structured and child-centred learning experiences that support exploration, interaction and active participation. This sits within a broader spectrum, from free play initiated and directed by children to guided or purposeful play in which adults plan or shape the learning context while retaining children’s agency.
Pyle and Danniels (2017) conceptualise play-based learning as a continuum, running from free play initiated by children, through guided play, to more adult-directed, play-like activity, and draw attention to the teacher’s role in deciding where on that continuum an activity should sit. This helps explain why practitioners can describe quite different practices under the same label, and it offers a way of reading the adaptations reported in Section 6.
2.3 Play, additional needs and inclusion
A further distinction is necessary between access to an activity and inclusion within it. A learner may be physically present at a play station yet remain peripheral to the interaction, while another may participate meaningfully through an alternative communication system rather than speech. Consequently, engagement cannot be inferred simply from enjoyment or time spent on task. The present study treats inclusion as a question of opportunities to contribute, communicate and influence shared activity. This distinction also cautions against reading practitioners’ positive examples as evidence that play alone produces inclusive outcomes. The nature of adult support, peer interaction and task design matters. It is therefore useful to examine not only whether practitioners value play, but what they do when participation does not emerge spontaneously.
Lifter et al. (2011) also describe why play is attractive in special education settings: it offers a naturalistic, comparatively low-pressure context in which language, social and motor goals can be addressed, and it can be used to assess children’s skills as well as to teach them. Howard and McInnes (2013) suggest that whether children perceive an activity as play, rather than not play, is associated with their emotional well-being, which is consistent with practitioners’ reports of reduced anxiety when learning is playful (Section 6). Play’s flexibility also means that activities can be adapted to children’s interests, abilities and pace.
These features align with the principles of inclusive education, which emphasise participation alongside peers in shared activities. For learners with ALN, play-based contexts may offer routes to participation that more formal, text-based or teacher-led tasks do not. Yet the same flexibility creates demands on practitioners. Adapting play for a learner with communication needs, attention difficulties or social-interaction differences requires professional judgement about how much structure to offer, how to support turn-taking and sharing, and how to move learners between play and other tasks. Whether practitioners have the training, time and resources to make such judgements is a practical question that the policy literature in Section 2.4 helps to frame.
The evidence on play-based learning specifically for learners with additional or special needs in mainstream primary classrooms is also less developed than the general play literature. Findings from early years, specialist or non-UK contexts cannot be assumed to transfer directly to Welsh mainstream primary schools, which operate under their own statutory and curricular arrangements.
2.4 The Welsh policy context
Two strands of Welsh policy are directly relevant: the reform of ALN provision and the reform of the curriculum.
ALN reform. The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 established a single statutory framework for learners with ALN from birth to twenty-five, replacing the earlier special educational needs system. The Act introduced the term additional learning needs, a requirement for individual development plans and the role of the ALN co-ordinator (ALNCo) in schools. The ALN Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021) provides the statutory guidance, and implementation was phased, beginning in September 2021 and extending over three years. The reform places emphasis on person-centred planning, early identification and a stronger expectation that mainstream schools meet needs through high-quality teaching and appropriate adaptation.
Estyn’s thematic reviews give a view of how this is going in practice. Its 2023 review made recommendations including that ALNCos should have sufficient time and resources to carry out their role, and that professional learning should give appropriate focus to high-quality teaching for learners with ALN (Estyn, 2023). Its 2024 report found that implementation had not been consistent across settings, and recorded concern among many leaders about how services could be sustained once additional funding ends (Estyn, 2024). These findings point to resourcing, time and professional learning as recurring pressure points, themes that return in the findings of this study.
Curriculum reform. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) emphasises learner-centred teaching, well-being, inclusion and progression, giving schools greater autonomy over curriculum design. Wales also has a distinctive play-based tradition in the Foundation Phase, a curriculum for children aged three to seven, revised in 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015), which positions active, experiential learning and play as central to early education.
Conn and Hutt (2020) examined ALN reform in the light of curriculum reform and identified tensions in how practitioners reconcile individual ALN arrangements with the broader curriculum vision. Their work suggests that the policy aspiration of inclusive, learner-centred education may be harder to realise in practice than it appears on paper, and that the conditions in which practitioners work shape what is possible.
2.5 Practitioners' perspectives
Practitioner accounts are central to understanding how policy becomes practice. Conn and Hutt’s (2020) analysis draws attention to how professionals interpret and negotiate reform, which is consistent with an interpretivist view that practice is not the mechanical application of guidance but a set of meanings and decisions made by people working within particular constraints. It also provides a justification for the choice of practitioner interviews as the data source for this study (Section 4).
Practitioners in different roles hold different vantage points. Teaching assistants often provide much of the day-to-day, one-to-one support for learners with ALN; class teachers hold responsibility for curriculum delivery and whole-class organisation; and ALNCos have a strategic and statutory role in planning and coordinating provision. Examining accounts from each offers a more rounded picture than any single role could, though it also raises the possibility that different roles frame the same practice differently.
Teaching assistants have a particular place in this picture. Research on the deployment of teaching assistants in English schools has raised questions about how far pupils with special educational needs are supported by teaching assistants rather than by teachers (Blatchford, Russell and Webster, 2012). The Welsh context differs, but the point suggests that the role of teaching assistants in delivering support for learners with ALN deserves attention.
2.6 Summary and the gap addressed
What the literature I reviewed does not provide is a direct account of how practitioners in Welsh mainstream primary schools use play-based learning to support learners with ALN: what they do, what helps them and what limits them. The general play literature and the Welsh ALN policy literature exist in parallel, but I did not locate research that brings them together in this setting. It is this gap that the present study addresses, with the modest ambition of contributing a practitioner-grounded, if small-scale, account to a conversation that policy has opened but evidence has not yet fully informed.
3. Research questions
This study is guided by one main research question and two sub-questions.
Main research question: How do practitioners in mainstream primary schools in Wales use and experience play-based learning as a strategy to support learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN)?
Sub-question 1 (SQ1): What strategies do practitioners use to adapt play-based learning for learners with ALN?
Sub-question 2 (SQ2): What training and resourcing factors support or limit this practice?
3.1 Rationale
The main question is framed in terms of use and experience for a reason. Use directs attention to what practitioners actually do, while experience directs attention to how they interpret, evaluate and make sense of their practice. Together they reflect the interpretivist position set out in Section 4, in which practice is understood through the meanings that practitioners attach to it.
SQ1 addresses the practical, craft knowledge involved in making play-based activity work for individual learners. The literature establishes that play is flexible and widely used in special education (Lifter et al., 2011), but says little about how that flexibility is exercised in Welsh mainstream primary classrooms. SQ2 addresses the conditions under which this practice takes place. Estyn’s reviews identify time, resource and professional learning as recurring pressure points in ALN reform (Estyn, 2023; 2024), and SQ2 asks how these conditions are experienced by practitioners working with play-based approaches.
3.2 How the questions were developed
The aim and objectives in the ethics application were broader than these questions. They sought to explore the role of play-based learning in supporting engagement and inclusion, to identify perceived benefits, challenges and barriers, and to develop recommendations for practice. After becoming familiar with the interview data, I refined the questions to focus on the two areas that were most consistently and richly evidenced across participants. Braun and Clarke (2021) treat research questions as open to refinement during analysis.
Other patterns in the data, including perceived benefits for learners and the way play-based learning is positioned within different schools, are reported in Section 6 but are not framed as questions in their own right. They describe what practitioners value and how schools organise provision, more than how practice is adapted or supported.
4. Methodology, research tools and ethics
This chapter outlines and justifies the methodological approach taken in this small-scale study, including the research paradigm, design, sampling, data collection and analysis methods, and the ethical processes followed.
4.1 Research paradigm and design
The study adopts an interpretivist paradigm, which holds that social reality is constructed through the meanings people give to their experiences, and that knowledge about it is generated through interpretation rather than measurement (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Creswell and Poth, 2018). This position fits the research question, which is concerned with how practitioners understand and enact their practice, not with measuring the effect of an intervention. It is also consistent with the socio-cultural framework in Section 2, which treats learning and teaching as socially situated activity.
A qualitative design follows from this. A questionnaire or experimental design would have required the categories of practice to be defined in advance, whereas the literature suggests that play-based learning is itself variably understood (Lifter et al., 2011). A qualitative approach allowed practitioners to describe, in their own terms, what they do and why.
4.2 Semi-structured interviews
The choice of interviews also shapes the knowledge claim. Participants can explain why they regard an adaptation as helpful, but their explanations are retrospective interpretations rather than independent demonstrations of effectiveness. For example, a practitioner may attribute increased engagement to a game when the learner’s relationship with the adult, the familiarity of the task or the smaller group may also have contributed. An observational component could have tested these possibilities, but would have required additional access, consent and time. The resulting design therefore prioritises professional reasoning over causal inference. This is a defensible fit with the research question, provided the report consistently distinguishes perceived benefits from demonstrated learner outcomes.
Semi-structured interviews were the sole method of data collection. This format combines a shared set of topics, giving comparable coverage across participants, with the flexibility to follow up unexpected points (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). It is well suited to small-scale research in which participants occupy different roles (Drever, 1995). The flexibility mattered in practice: for example, one participant’s detailed account of a dedicated play area in her classroom would not have emerged from fixed-response questions.
Other methods were considered. A questionnaire could have reached more practitioners but would have fixed the categories of practice in advance and offered little opportunity to probe. Focus groups might have generated discussion between practitioners but risked inhibiting criticism of colleagues or resourcing. Classroom observation would have provided direct evidence of practice but was outside the scope of this project.
The method has limits. Interviews capture what practitioners say they do, which may differ from what they do in the classroom, and participants may present their practice favourably. Because no observation was undertaken, the findings should be read as practitioners’ accounts of practice and not as direct evidence of it.
4.3 Participants and sampling
Participants were selected purposively: practitioners working in mainstream primary schools in Wales with first-hand experience of using play-based approaches to support learners with ALN. The ethics application anticipated six to ten participants, a range justified by the aims of small-scale qualitative research, where depth is prioritised over statistical generalisation (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006; Braun and Clarke, 2021). It also sought practitioners in different roles, to obtain different vantage points on the same practice.
Recruitment was the most difficult part of the study. After ethics approval, I emailed invitations to English-medium primary schools in Wales. The invitation asked interested practitioners to contact me directly, so that senior leaders did not select participants (BERA, 2024). This protected voluntary participation, but it meant that the invitation depended on being passed on, and read, by busy staff. Only practitioners replied, and four agreed to take part.
Several features of the context are likely to have contributed to the low response. These are possible explanations and not findings, because non-respondents were not asked. The first is timing. The ethics application was signed on 30 May 2026, and the interviews took place on 1, 3 and 7 July 2026 (P1: 1 July 2026), so recruitment ran through the final weeks of the summer term, when staff are managing assessment, reports, transition and events. In one interview I thanked the participant for her time, saying that it was a ‘very crucial time of the year’ and that ‘everybody was very busy’ (interviewer, in the P3 transcript, 13:17). The second is capacity. Estyn (2023) recommended that ALN co-ordinators have sufficient time and resources for their role, which implies that this time is not reliably available, so the practitioners best placed to contribute to this study may be those with least time to spare. The third is the cost of taking part: a recorded online interview, an information sheet to read, a minimum one-week period to decide and a signed consent form is a larger commitment than answering a short survey. The fourth is the lack of an existing relationship, since the invitation came from an unknown researcher without a gatekeeper’s endorsement. The fifth is perceived relevance. Some practitioners may have judged that the topic did not apply to them: P4 said at the outset that her school does not use play-based learning for ALN beyond nursery and reception (P4, 1:02), and others in the same position may simply not have replied. Difficulty of access is widely recognised in school-based research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). 
Table 1 provides a summary of the key elements of this study’s methodology.

Table 1: Participants and interviews
	Code
	Role
	Interview date
	Length

	P1
	Teaching assistant
	1 July 2026
	about 9 minutes

	P2
	Class teacher (languages)
	1 July 2026
	about 22 minutes

	P3
	ALN co-ordinator, also a class teacher
	7 July 2026
	about 14 minutes

	P4
	ALN co-ordinator, also in a senior leadership role
	3 July 2026
	about 13 minutes



Participants are identified only by code and role. School names and other identifying details are withheld.
4.4 Research tool: the interview schedule
The interview schedule was built around the research aims and covered: the practitioner’s role and experience of working with learners with ALN; an example of play-based learning having a positive impact; benefits observed; how activities are adapted to diverse needs; challenges in implementation; the support, training or resources that have helped; and changes or additional support that would improve practice. Using the same prompts with each participant allowed responses to be compared, while follow-up questions let practitioners expand on what mattered most to them.
The interviews were conducted through Microsoft Teams, audio-recorded with consent and anonymised using codes P1–P4. Transcription and analysis are detailed in Section 5.
4.5 Choice of analytic approach
The interview data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2021). The approach was chosen because it is a flexible method for identifying patterns of meaning across a dataset without being tied to a single theoretical framework, which suited a study that combined inductive coding with a later, deliberate interpretive lens. Alternatives were considered. Interpretative phenomenological analysis is oriented towards the detailed lived experience of individuals, whereas this study sought patterns across practitioners in different roles. Grounded theory aims at generating theory and ordinarily depends on theoretical sampling, which was not feasible with a sample of this size and recruitment difficulty.
Coding was inductive in the sense that themes were not derived from a pre-set framework. I do not, however, claim that it was free of prior assumptions: my reading of the literature inevitably shaped what I noticed in the data, and reflexive thematic analysis treats this as part of the process and not as a flaw to be eliminated (Braun and Clarke, 2021). The procedure followed is described in Section 5.
4.6 Ethical considerations
The study was conducted in line with the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy, the BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2024) and the British Psychological Society’s Code of Human Research Ethics (2021), and received university ethics approval before data collection. I held a current DBS certificate.
Informed consent and voluntary participation. Prospective participants received a participant information sheet and had at least one week to decide whether to take part. Written consent was obtained before the interviews. Participants were told that taking part was voluntary, that they could decline any question, and that they could withdraw up to the point at which their data were anonymised and incorporated into the analysis. After that point, individual contributions could no longer be separated from the wider dataset (British Psychological Society, 2021).
Confidentiality and anonymity. Names, school names and identifying references were replaced with participant codes, and participants are reported by role only. Because roles can themselves be identifying in a small sample, quotations are attributed using the code and a general role, and details that could identify a school or colleague have been removed.
Risk and well-being. The topic concerned professional practice and was assessed as low risk, though participants might feel uncomfortable criticising practice or resourcing. Participants were reminded that the interviews focused on professional experience, not performance, and that they could pause or stop at any time. Safeguarding disclosures would have been handled in line with university procedures.
Data storage. Recordings, transcripts and consent forms were stored securely and protected with a password.
The use of an AI tool in this project is documented in the separate AI declaration submitted with this report.
4.7 Rigour and reflexivity
Reflexivity is central to reflexive thematic analysis, which treats the researcher’s assumptions and position as part of the analytic process (Braun and Clarke, 2021). 
Trustworthiness is approached through the criteria of credibility, transferability and transparency (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Credibility is supported by checking quotations against the transcripts and by requiring each theme to rest on at least two participants. Transferability is limited by the small, self-selected sample, so the findings are offered as indicative patterns, and readers must judge their relevance to other settings. Transparency is supported by describing the analytic procedure in Section 5 and by recording departures from the ethics application in Section 8.4. The analysis was carried out by one researcher without an independent second coder, so the themes reflect one set of interpretive choices.
5. Description of method and data analysis
5.1 Preparing the data
I manually transcribed all four recorded interviews, checked the transcripts against the recordings and reread them to become familiar with the data before thematic analysis.
Names, school names and other identifying references were replaced with participant codes P1 to P4 and ‘Interviewer’. In the extracts reported below, timestamps refer to positions in the interview material.
The interview material available for analysis was uneven in length. P1’s transcript contains a gap between 1:29 and 4:12, so that portion is not represented in the analysis. The interviews were short, and the available transcripts contain approximately 5,300 words of participant speech in total (P1 approximately 310, P2 approximately 2,580, P3 approximately 1,190 and P4 approximately 1,260). This limits the breadth of the findings.
Quotations are reported as they appear in the transcripts. Ellipses mark omitted text, and square brackets mark words added or corrected for clarity.
5.2 The analytic procedure
The data were analysed following the six phases of reflexive thematic analysis described by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2021).
Phase 1, familiarisation. The transcripts were read repeatedly, and initial impressions were noted alongside the data-quality issues described above.
Phase 2, generating initial codes. Each transcript was worked through segment by segment, and features relevant to the research aim were given short labels that stayed close to participants’ own language, for example ‘following interests’, ‘structured routes into play’, ‘AAC boards’, ‘training gap’ and ‘class size’.
Phase 3, searching for themes. Related codes were grouped into candidate themes. For example, codes for following interests, strengths, structured routines, scaffolding, visual and communication supports and a dedicated play area were gathered under the adaptation of play-based learning.
Phase 4, reviewing themes. Candidate themes were checked against the coded extracts and across the dataset. Two decisions are worth recording. First, how play-based learning is positioned within a school was kept as a theme separate from training and resourcing, because it concerns where and how play-based learning is used and not whether staff have the means to use it. Second, benefits and challenges were kept apart from the adaptation strategies, so that what practitioners do could be distinguished from what they say it achieves and what makes it difficult.
Phase 5, defining and naming themes. Each theme was given a short definition so that its scope was clear and did not overlap with the others (Table 2).
Phase 6, producing the report. Illustrative extracts were selected for each theme and related back to the research questions (Section 6).
Coding was inductive. The Vygotskian framework was applied afterwards, as an interpretive lens in Section 7, and not as a device for generating themes. The role of an AI tool in this process is documented in the separate AI declaration submitted with this report.



Table 2: Themes developed from the data
	Theme
	Definition
	Illustrative codes
	Participants
	Addresses

	1. Play-based learning as purposeful pedagogy
	Play-based learning is treated as deliberate teaching, placed on a continuum between child-led and adult-led, and not as ‘just play’
	purposeful play; continuum; balance of play and adult-led learning
	P1, P3, P4
	SQ1

	2. Adapting play-based learning
	The ways activities, routines, environments and support are adapted to individual learners
	following interests and strengths; structured routes into play; scaffolding; visual and communication supports; learner-owned environment; several ways in
	P1, P2, P3, P4
	SQ1

	3. Perceived benefits
	Reported positive effects of play-based learning for learners with ALN
	engagement; confidence and pride; voice; collaboration and communication
	P1, P2, P3, P4
	SQ1

	4. Challenges
	Difficulties in delivering play-based learning for learners with ALN
	overexcitement; focus and transitions; keeping a learning purpose; recognising learning in play; teaching social skills
	P1, P2, P3, P4
	SQ1

	5. Training gaps
	Absence of training that combines play-based learning with ALN
	no combined training; no special-needs training; training on the value of play
	P1, P2, P3, P4
	SQ2

	6. Structural constraints
	Funding, staffing, class size and time as limits on practice
	funding; assistant teachers; class size; planning time; recognition of teaching assistants
	P1, P2, P3, P4
	SQ2

	7. Positioning of play-based learning
	Where and how play-based learning is used within a school
	early years and older pupils; needs-led and play-led planning
	P3, P4
	Reported separately



Codes were developed through close reading of the interview transcripts and organised into candidate themes. These were reviewed against the data and refined to reflect the practitioners’ accounts. The resulting themes provide an interpretation of the four interviews rather than a claim of generalisability.
6. Findings
The analysis identified seven provisional themes (Table 2). Four of them (Themes 1 to 4) bear on SQ1, how practitioners adapt play-based learning. Two (Themes 5 and 6) bear on SQ2, the training and resourcing factors that support or limit this practice. One (Theme 7) concerns how play-based learning is positioned within schools and is reported separately. Every theme rests on at least two participants. Participants are identified by code and role: P1, teaching assistant; P2, class teacher; P3 and P4, ALNCos.
6.1 Play-based learning as purposeful pedagogy (Theme 1; P1, P3, P4)
Practitioners did not describe play-based learning as unstructured activity. P4 placed it on a continuum and described her task as one of balance:
“I think play-based learning can be a bit Marmite. Some people really like it and it depends on your own philosophy as to how far, I suppose, along the continuum of play-based learning you go. “(P4, 2:15)
She explained that some children ‘don’t have any experiences or situations where they know how to do things’, so that learning ‘has to come and be adult led’, and that her aim was a balance ‘so that it doesn’t become just play based because children often, we don’t know what we don’t know’ (P4, 2:15).
P3 stressed that play contains learning that observers may miss:
“There is interaction, there is talk, there is using imagination, there is, you know, playing in parallel, they scaffold each other’s learning. “(P3, 9:12)
She called the difficulty one of recognition: ‘It is a skill to unpick, you know, if you were to observe a group of children, exactly what are they doing when you are perceived as just playing and there never is just play’ (P3, 9:12). P1 made a related point from the perspective of planning. She tried ‘to make the activity feel enjoyable while still having a learning purpose’ (P1, 4:12), and said that play-based learning should not be ‘seen as just play, but has a meaningful way to support learning’ (P1, 6:56).
These accounts treat play-based learning as deliberate pedagogy. This echoes the distinction between purposeful and free play in the literature (Allee-Herndon and Roberts, 2021) and Pyle and Danniels’ (2017) continuum from child-led to adult-directed activity. P1 also named the risk this creates, that it can be hard ‘to make sure the play activity has a clear learning purpose and is not just free play’ (P1, 6:25).
6.2 Adapting play-based learning (Theme 2; P1, P2, P3, P4)
Practitioners described four kinds of adaptation.
Following interests and strengths. P3 explained that her approach is ‘through noticing what their preferences are and how to then use those preferences in different areas of learning to encourage them’ (P3, 5:23). Children who had been mark making decided that they wanted to make books, so she provided different papers and ‘little sort of folded books’, and she saw the change in their writing: ‘it’s been a real eye opener, particularly for children who perhaps don’t want to put pencil to paper’ (P3, 5:23). P4 described a child who loves dinosaurs, whose language work could ‘focus some of our communication along the child’s line of interest’ (P4, 7:54). P1 chose activities ‘linked to what motivates each child’ (P1, 6:10). P3 also described a quiet, withdrawn boy who knew how to tie knots and, in forest school, became the person the other children turned to: ‘it was just magic that everybody is good at something and it’s just giving everybody a chance to shine’ (P3, 4:12). P2 expressed the same expectation more bluntly. She described being told ‘they are not able’, and her reaction was ‘I don’t believe you, everybody’s able’ (P2, 7:32).
Structure and scaffolded routes into play. P4 explained that for some pupils ‘they have to learn turn taking and that has to be done sometimes in a structured format, whether that’s through attention autism sessions’, because without this they ‘can’t engage in effective play based experiences because they are almost playing alone or alongside others’ (P4, 3:49). In her example, children are taught ‘over a series of learning experiences to maintain that focus’ until ‘they are inviting another child into their play’, a process that ‘can take many years’ (P4, 6:08). P1 described the same principle as small adaptations:
“I use play-based learning by considering each child’s needs and abilities. For example, I may use visual support or shorter instructions or one-to-one support. I would also give children extra time, break activities into small steps. And choose activities linked to what motivates each child. “(P1, 5:50)
P3’s activities ‘are always practical’, ‘Everything that we do has manipulatives’, and the class uses ‘challenge cards’ (P3, 7:44). She added that ‘sometimes I think you just need to stand back. It’s quite hard as a teacher to stand back and observe exactly what’s happening, to be able to unpick’ (P3, 7:44). P2 described a lesson structure that offers several routes into the same learning, so that each child can find one: ‘at least singing or maybe just moving, or maybe it’s reading the story, or maybe it’s drawing, or maybe it’s a conversation, maybe it’s a game’ (P2, 14:45). She also said ‘I didn’t think about additional learning needs. I think about... We have different ways to learn’ (P2, 13:07), and that structure keeps the energy manageable: ‘I have that structure. I know what I’m going to do’ (P2, 15:39).
Visual and communication supports. P1 mentioned ‘visual support or shorter instructions or one-to-one support’ (P1, 5:50) and wished for ‘sensory toys, visual aids, or communication cards’ (P1, 7:33). P4 described AAC (augmentative and alternative communication) boards:
“if they are supporting children in their play-based learning, the communication boards would be there available in order for them to direct the child to support their expressive language. “(P4, 10:49)
P2 used songs with shared movements, ‘singing and with gestures always when we do the same mimic in every song’ (P2, 3:34).
A learner-owned environment. P3 described a low table with natural resources in her classroom, which she called an imagination area, and stressed that it belongs to the children:
“This area is theirs. They claim it, they can leave it out. … It’s just a constant area that they can revisit, adapt, doesn’t belong to anybody else except them. And I really wouldn’t want to do without that area in my classroom. “(P3, 10:10)
6.3 Perceived benefits (Theme 3; P1, P2, P3, P4)
All four participants described benefits, and the examples were concrete. P1 reported ‘increased engagement and communication and social interactions’, and said that ‘some learners who may struggle with written or formal tasks can become more involved with learning’ (P1, 5:14). A playful activity ‘helps the child feel more confident and more willing to take part’ (P1, 4:58) and ‘can also reduce anxiety and encourage sharing’ (P1, 5:33).
P2 described a Year 4 pupil who rarely engaged. After a ball game in which each child said their name, ‘he feel proud, and then he really engaged in the reading’ (P2, 10:03). Staff told her that ‘it’s the first time that he’s like really engaged’ (P2, 11:02). More generally, ‘they get engaged easily’ (P2, 12:40) and ‘if you’re enjoying, you do more’ (P2, 12:51).
P3 gave the forest school example in Section 6.2 and said there were ‘hundreds of benefits’ (P3, 6:53). P4 said that play ‘gives them the opportunity to play alongside others and to develop those collaboration and communication skills’, but only if it is ‘carefully scaffolded with an adult there’ (P4, 7:05). Without that, ‘it can become the child just playing without engaging with others’ (P4, 7:05).
The benefits described are therefore not only engagement but also confidence, a voice for quiet pupils and collaboration. They are practitioners’ perceptions of effects and not measured outcomes.
6.4 Challenges in practice (Theme 4; P1, P2, P3, P4)
Challenges appeared in all four accounts and were mostly about balance. P1 identified practical difficulties for learners: ‘some children may find it difficult to stay focused, follow rules or move from play back to another task’ (P1, 6:25). P2 described the opposite risk, that enjoyment can tip into overexcitement: ‘the kids can go over the moon. When this fun, too much fun, they can go crazy. So it’s that balance’ (P2, 15:25). She managed this through structure (Section 6.2) and by grouping pupils so that one could help another: ‘Okay, help him’ (P2, 16:27). She also acknowledged the demand on the teacher: ‘it’s more time consuming, like you need to be really alert in class, but I think it’s worth it’ (P2, 12:05).
P3’s challenges were recognition, as reported in Section 6.1, and extending the approach beyond the early years: her school has ‘tried to encourage play-based learning further up into the school, so into key stage two, which has had a mixed response’ (P3, 2:00). P4’s challenge was teaching social skills. A child who builds a den and takes resources that other children are using has to be supported to understand ‘we can take things with us, but we need to be mindful of others’, which ‘needs a lot of scaffolding and supporting those children’ (P4, 9:06).
6.5 Training gaps (Theme 5; P1, P2, P3, P4)
The clearest finding in relation to SQ2 is the lack of training that combines play-based learning with ALN. P4 reported that staff had attended professional learning on play-based learning, as part of a Welsh Government rollout of foundation learning modules, and ALN training on communication, but nothing that connects the two:
“I wouldn’t say we’ve been on any training or professional learning that links play-based learning with ALN. “(P4, 10:05)
She added that ‘there hasn’t been anybody who has been on anything specific that links [play-based learning] with ALN’ (P4, 10:05). P2’s experience was similar. Her postgraduate course in education included ‘a part that you learn about the special needs’ (P2, 17:02) but ‘not really one course just for special needs training specifically’ (P2, 17:29), and she described much of her practice as intuitive: ‘I’m more like instinct, doing it really’ (P2, 16:31). P3 called for training for teaching assistants:
“to have a sort of training programme that they can learn about things like the value of play or, you know, how to teach children different literacy skills when the mainstream way isn’t working, I think really lacking in. “(P3, 11:36)
P1 recommended ‘more training’ and ‘more planning time’ (P1, 6:56; 7:52), and P4 wanted staff trained ‘to have those opportunities to understand how they can support’ communication through play (P4, 11:23).
6.6 Structural constraints (Theme 6; P1, P2, P3, P4)
All four participants pointed, in different ways, to funding, staffing, class size and time. P2 saw assistant teachers as a strength of provision in Wales: ‘something good here if you have assistant teachers, and this is amazing’ (P2, 18:24). In a large class, ‘you need to have more energy, you know, and to control everyone. But you have one assistant teacher, so you know that the special need, the kid is more complicated or behave, you have somebody supporting you’ (P2, 18:52), and in a ‘class of 15, 20 kids’ it is ‘fantastic’ (P2, 19:07). She argued that this means ‘no one is left behind’ (P2, 20:01).
P3 said that ‘the word on everybody’s lips at the moment is funding, more support in classrooms, more teaching assistants and actually give teaching assistants the kudos they deserve. They work really hard’, and wanted ‘money into the people that are doing the jobs in our schools’ (P3, 11:36). P4 named ‘time, money’ as ‘the big challenge’, because ideally she would ‘train everybody being able to use these approaches’ (P4, 12:08). P1 asked for ‘more staff support’ because ‘some learners need that one-to-one attention’ (P1, 7:33), and for ‘more planning time’ (P1, 7:52). These accounts echo the pressure points identified in Estyn’s reviews (Estyn, 2023; 2024), and Section 7.4 returns to them.
6.7 The positioning of play-based learning (Theme 7; P3, P4)
The two ALNCos positioned play-based learning differently. For P3 it is ‘at the very heart of everything that we do. And we’re very lucky to be teaching in Wales because that’s how things are’ (P3, 2:00). It is recognised from the early years and ‘into year one and two’, and the school has tried to extend it into Key Stage 2 with ‘a mixed response’ (P3, 2:00).
P4 said at the start of her interview:
“we don’t use play based learning other than in nursery and reception. So therefore, in relation to ALN, if the questions are about play based learning in ALN, we don’t approach ALN in that way. “(P4, 1:02)
She later explained the reasoning: ‘We probably don’t use a play based approach. So we would use, we would look at the ALN. So we would use play or structured play or structured learning activities, which to the children may be play’ (P4, 5:19). Planning starts from the child: ‘we would go primarily from the children’s specific outcomes of what they need, as opposed to giving them the play and adjust it the other way’ (P4, 5:36). She observed that the Welsh Government documentation on play-based learning addresses all pupils, so that for ALN ‘we’d have to look at it differently’ (P4, 3:49).
These are contrasting positions and not necessarily contradictory. P4’s structured play sits towards the adult-led end of the continuum she described (Section 6.1), and her examples of structured sessions that lead to children ‘inviting another child into their play’ (P4, 6:08) show play as the destination of the support. The difference is where the practitioner starts: P3’s school starts from play and follows children’s interests, and P4’s from the child’s outcomes.
6.8 Summary of findings
A cross-theme reading suggests a productive tension. Practitioners describe play as flexible and responsive to children’s interests, but also insist that it requires deliberate planning, adult judgement and sometimes direct instruction. These positions are not necessarily incompatible: structure may enable a learner to enter shared play, while too much adult control may reduce the very choice and agency that make play distinctive. The interview material does not establish an ideal balance, nor does it show that all learners require the same level of support. Instead, it indicates that the balance is negotiated in particular classrooms and is affected by staffing, communication needs and school expectations. This interpretation connects the adaptation, benefits and challenges themes without treating any one participant’s experience as typical of Wales.


7. Critical discussion
This chapter critically discusses the findings in relation to the literature and the Welsh policy context, considering what they suggest about how play-based learning is used to support learners with ALN in mainstream primary schools.
7.1 Reading practitioners' accounts through a Vygotskian lens
Scaffolding. P4’s account is the closest to scaffolding in the sense used by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976). Children are taught in structured sessions, with an adult supporting attention and turn-taking, until they invite another child into their play, so that support is directed at a goal and, over ‘many years’, withdrawn (P4, 6:08). P1’s small steps, extra time and shorter instructions are also calibrated support, but her account does not say whether or how it is withdrawn, and ‘one-to-one support’ (P1, 5:50) could describe scaffolding or substitution. P3’s advice that ‘you just need to stand back’ (P3, 7:44) describes a precondition for scaffolding: judging what a child can do with help before offering it.
Play and the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky (1978) saw play as creating its own zone of proximal development. P4’s account qualifies this for children with ALN. Some children ‘can’t engage in effective play based experiences’ without first learning skills such as turn-taking (P4, 3:49), and play can become ‘the child just playing without engaging with others’ unless it is carefully scaffolded (P4, 7:05). On this reading play does not lead development automatically. For some children it depends on adult-taught foundations, which fits P4’s remark that ‘children often, we don’t know what we don’t know’ (P4, 2:15). P2’s belief that ‘everybody’s able’ (P2, 7:32), and her decision to push (‘I know I’m pushing a bit, but it worked’, P2, 10:36), show deliberate work at the edge of what a child can do, and she acknowledges the risk: ‘you risk it when you push’ (P2, 11:34).
Peers as more knowledgeable others. P3’s forest school example shows a quiet child becoming the expert, as other children ‘were coming to him and saying, we can’t do this, can you show us how to do it?’ (P3, 4:12). This extends the more knowledgeable other beyond the adult and shows that a learner with additional needs can occupy that role. It fits P3’s observation that children ‘scaffold each other’s learning’ (P3, 9:12).
Mediating tools. AAC boards, visual supports and communication cards act as mediating tools that give children a way into shared activity (P4, 10:49; P1, 7:33). P2’s songs with gestures work similarly, giving pupils a shared, repeatable form in which language can be used before it is fully understood: ‘you sing a song and they already learn by heart, even if you don’t understand full’ (P2, 13:28).
7.2 Play-led or needs-led: the positioning of play-based learning
The two ALNCos hold different positions, and the continuum described by Pyle and Danniels (2017) helps to read them. Neither rejects adult direction. The difference is the starting point: P3 starts from play and follows children’s interests, while P4 starts from the child’s outcomes and offers structured activity that children may experience as play (P4, 5:19). The emphasis on person-centred planning in the ALN system (Welsh Government, 2021) is consistent with P4’s needs-led stance, and the Foundation Phase tradition (Welsh Government, 2015) with P3’s.
P3’s ‘mixed response’ in Key Stage 2 (P3, 2:00) and P4’s remark that how far a school goes ‘depends on your own philosophy’ (P4, 2:15) suggest that the positioning of play-based learning is a matter of school culture as much as of policy. The findings do not show which starting point serves learners with ALN better. They show that practitioners in at least two schools have thought carefully about it, and that national guidance on play-based learning, as P4 saw it, does not address ALN specifically (P4, 3:49). This is one participant’s view, but it is consistent with the gap identified in Section 2.
7.3 Dependence on skilled adults and the training gap
The interviews suggest a perceived gap in professional learning that connects play-based learning with ALN. P4 described separate training in play and communication, while P3 called for teaching assistants to understand learning through play. Joint planning, worked examples and reflection on adaptations could help address this gap, although these proposals were not evaluated in the study.
Each strategy reported depends on adult judgement: recognising learning in play (P3), deciding how much structure to offer (P4), and knowing when to push (P2). P2 described her practice as largely intuitive (P2, 16:31) and had not had training specific to special needs (P2, 17:29). P4 reported no combined training (P4, 10:05), and P3 called for training for teaching assistants (P3, 11:36). If effective scaffolding depends on adult skill, the training gap limits the mechanism that the theoretical framework says matters. This is consistent with Estyn’s recommendation that professional learning focus on high-quality teaching for learners with ALN (Estyn, 2023).
Teaching assistants and assistant teachers feature in several accounts. Research on teaching assistants in English schools has raised questions about how far pupils with special educational needs are supported by teaching assistants rather than teachers (Blatchford, Russell and Webster, 2012). This study cannot say how much of the support described was delivered by assistants, but P1’s role, P2’s praise of assistant teachers and P3’s call for their training suggest that they are central to this work. Conn and Hutt’s (2020) tension between individual provision and the wider curriculum also appears: P1 and P3 describe individual adaptation, while P2 describes the pressure of managing a whole class while supporting individual children (P2, 18:52).

7.4 Resourcing, class size and time
Funding, staffing and time were raised by all four participants. This matches Estyn’s finding that implementation has been inconsistent and that leaders are concerned about sustaining services once additional funding ends (Estyn, 2024), and its recommendation that ALNCos have sufficient time and resources (Estyn, 2023). P2, who trained outside the UK, saw assistant teachers as a strength of provision in Wales (P2, 18:24), which sits alongside P3’s call for more funding and recognition for them (P3, 11:36) and shows that practitioners may evaluate the same provision differently.
Many of the strategies described are modest in cost: songs and a ball game, folded paper books, challenge cards, natural materials from charity shops. This suggests that some effective practice depends less on large budgets than on planning time, observation and adult skill. It would be wrong to push this far, since participants also asked for more staff and money, and the data cannot say which constraint matters most.
The accounts also suggest that resourcing is felt differently depending on role. P2 contrasted a class of 12 to 15 pupils, which she called a good size, with classes of 30, and said an assistant teacher made a real difference (P2, 18:31). P3 called for more teaching assistants, recognition for their work and a training programme of their own (P3, 11:36). P4 named time and money as the main obstacles to training everyone (P4, 12:08), and P1 asked for more planning time (P1, 7:52). For the teacher, the constraint is felt in the room, as the number of children and adults. For the ALNCo, it is felt across the school, as the budget and hours available to prepare and train staff. The study cannot say which matters more, but the accounts agree that scaffolded play depends on adult attention, which small classes and well supported assistants help to provide.
7.5 Implications for practice
The study is small, so the following implications are offered tentatively.
1. Professional learning should combine play-based learning and ALN, and include teaching assistants as well as teachers and ALNCos. It should cover how to recognise learning in play and how to withdraw support.
2. Planning and observation time should be protected, since time was named by three participants.
3. The learning purpose of play-based activity, and where it sits on the child-led and adult-led continuum, should be explicit in planning, so that play and structure are not set against each other.
4. Practice should start from children’s interests and strengths as well as their outcomes, and give children ownership of some space.
5. Social skills such as turn-taking should be taught explicitly where needed, and communication supports should aim to widen children’s play with peers and not only with adults.
The relationship between structure and choice also deserves attention in planning. A child may benefit from visual prompts, a predictable sequence or an explicitly modelled social skill without losing all control over what happens next. Conversely, an activity described as child-led may still exclude a learner if the materials, language or social expectations are inaccessible. The interviews do not establish an ideal balance between these approaches, because participants described different settings and learner needs. A useful practical question is therefore not simply whether play should be directed by adults, but which decisions require adult support and which can remain with the child. This shifts the focus from competing labels towards responsive adjustment. It also suggests a role for joint reflection between teachers, teaching assistants and ALNCos, who may notice different aspects of participation.
A further implication concerns how schools judge whether a play-based adaptation is inclusive. Participation in the same activity is not necessarily evidence that a learner has meaningful access to it. P4's emphasis on communication and turn-taking suggests that an adult may need to make entry into shared play possible, whereas P3's example of a child becoming an expert in forest school illustrates how participation can also redistribute status among peers. These accounts point to different indicators of inclusion: opportunities to communicate, sustained involvement, peer recognition and the child's scope to influence the activity. For practice, this suggests that observation records could attend not only to whether a child completed an intended task, but also to whose ideas shaped the play, whether interaction with peers increased and when adult assistance was reduced. 
Future research could also examine how practitioners interpret the same play episode. For example, a teacher might focus on curriculum outcomes, a teaching assistant on access and communication, and an ALNCo on progress towards an individual development plan. Comparing these interpretations with a short observation record could reveal whether the apparent differences are matters of professional role, school culture or the needs of particular learners. A small multiple-case study, conducted across more than one term, could follow planning, enactment and reflection for a limited number of activities. It would be important to seek children's perspectives through accessible methods where ethically appropriate, since adult accounts alone cannot establish whether children experience an activity as enjoyable, inclusive or empowering.
7.6 Implications for future research
The apparent contrast between play-led and outcomes-led planning also requires careful investigation before it is treated as a difference between schools. P3 and P4 may have been describing different age groups, learner profiles or definitions of play, rather than mutually exclusive institutional philosophies. A future comparative design should therefore document year group, type of activity, intended learning outcomes and the learner’s opportunities for choice. Including observations and the perspectives of children would make it possible to examine whether an activity that adults describe as play is experienced as play by learners themselves. Such evidence would help move beyond the professional accounts available here without diminishing their value as an initial exploration.



8. Evaluation of the research process
This chapter critically evaluates the research process, considering what worked well, the limitations of the study and the lessons learned for future research and practice.
8.1 What worked
The semi-structured interview format worked well for exploring how practitioners understood and adapted play-based learning for learners with ALN. Participants could describe examples from their own professional roles, and follow-up questions allowed me to explore explanations beyond a fixed interview schedule. Conducting interviews through Microsoft Teams made participation possible without travel. The inclusion of a teaching assistant, a class teacher and two ALNCos offered contrasting perspectives, particularly on the balance between child-led and structured play. Repeated listening during manual transcription supported close engagement with participants’ accounts before coding. These were methodological strengths rather than evidence of representativeness: four short interviews cannot establish how common the reported practices are, and practitioners’ accounts were not corroborated by classroom observation.
8.2 Recruitment and sampling
The ethics application anticipated six to ten participants, and four took part. I contacted a substantial number of English-medium primary schools in Wales, but recruitment remained difficult. This shortfall has consequences. First, the sample is small and its composition was set by who volunteered: a teaching assistant, a language teacher, and two ALNCos who also hold classroom or leadership roles. Roles cannot be compared evenly across so few people. Second, volunteering may have favoured practitioners with an interest in the topic. The sample does include a practitioner who does not use play-based learning for ALN (P4), so it is not uniformly enthusiastic, but I cannot say how far self-selection shaped it. Third, restricting the sampling frame to English-medium schools excluded Welsh-medium and bilingual settings, a notable gap in a Welsh study.
If I repeated the study, I would recruit outside the end of the summer term; work through ALNCo forums, local authority ALN teams and teaching assistant networks, with a letter of support from the university; send a reminder; offer shorter or more flexible participation; and ask non-respondents, with a short optional tick-box, why they did not take part.
8.3 Data quality
Repeated listening and manual checking supported accurate transcription and familiarisation with the data, as described in Section 5.1.
Transcription of any kind can still involve omissions, mishearing or interpretive decisions, so the quotations and analytic claims should be checked against the original recordings where available. P1’s available transcript has a gap of approximately two and a half minutes, which restricts interpretation of that interview. The interviews were short (approximately 9-22 minutes), and the relatively small amount of participant speech limits the claims that can be made. Thematic saturation cannot be claimed, and the themes should be treated as provisional patterns.
The transcripts also show features of my own interviewing that should be acknowledged. On several occasions I offered brief agreement, and in one interview I invited a participant to draw on international experience when they were unsure how to answer (P2, 18:15). Responses of this kind can encourage participants to say more, but they can also steer answers towards what the interviewer appears to want to hear. I also rephrased questions when participants asked for them to be repeated (P3, 3:37; P2, 16:54), so the wording was not identical across interviews. These features do not invalidate the data, but they are a reason to read the findings as accounts produced in conversation and not as neutral reports.
The lessons are practical. Interview material should be checked promptly after each interview, and any missing passages documented. Participants could also be invited to check a summary of their account, where appropriate and approved, to support credibility.
8.4 Departures from the ethics application
Departures from the approved ethics application are recorded here because transparency is part of research integrity (BERA, 2024). First, four practitioners participated rather than the six to ten anticipated. Second, the use of an AI tool is addressed in the separate AI declaration accompanying the report.
I distinguished shared perceptions from evidence of effectiveness. Participants’ positive accounts do not demonstrate causal improvements in learning or inclusion. Future analysis should also document examples that challenge emerging interpretations, such as occasions when structured teaching is preferred or play does not produce the intended interaction.

8.5 Reflexivity and the limits of interpretation
A further reflexive issue concerns the selection of examples for reporting. Vivid stories, such as a child gaining status among peers in forest school, can be analytically persuasive precisely because they are memorable. Yet memorable cases are not necessarily frequent cases. I therefore distinguish an illustrative example from a recurring pattern across participants, and avoid claiming that a single story demonstrates an intervention’s effectiveness. The uneven interview lengths also mean that P2’s account supplies more textual material than P1’s; the amount of quotation should not be mistaken for the relative importance of a participant’s perspective. These decisions are central to presenting a small dataset fairly.
The analysis was undertaken within a small qualitative project, and the themes represent an interpretation of the participants’ accounts rather than an exhaustive explanation of play-based practice. The interview lengths varied, and the reported findings should be read in that context. My prior understanding of play-based learning may have influenced which examples appeared most significant, making reflexive consideration important.
9.Conclusion and future work
The study set out to explore how practitioners in Welsh mainstream primary schools use and experience play-based learning to support learners with ALN. Within the limits described above, it suggests that practitioners treat play-based learning as purposeful and adapt it through children’s interests, structure and supports, and that its quality depends on skilled adult scaffolding. It also suggests that training and resourcing that combine play and ALN are not yet reliably in place, and that schools differ in whether they start from play or from the child’s outcomes. These findings indicate that schools and local authorities should prioritise professional learning that brings together play-based pedagogy and ALN, so that practitioners are better equipped to plan and scaffold play for learners with ALN. The study offers a practitioner-grounded, if small, contribution to a question that policy has opened but evidence has not yet fully addressed.
A repeat study with a larger sample, a wider range of schools and member-checked transcripts would be able to test and extend these findings. Future research could also include the perspectives of children with ALN and their parents; to understand how play-based learning is experienced by those it is intended to support. In addition, observational or longitudinal studies could examine how practitioners’ approaches to play develop over time as ALN reform and the Curriculum for Wales become more fully embedded. Ultimately, the study highlights that play can be a meaningful route to inclusion for learners with ALN, but only when practitioners are supported to deliver it skilfully.
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