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Part 1 – 1276 words
Throughout a child’s education play is viewed as a fundamental part of learning and development for all. Play-based learning approaches can present opportunities for children to experiment, explore and make sense of the world around them, furthermore, play-based learning opportunities also supports vital development in children’s holistic development while supporting them for their future (UNICEF, 2018). However, there is a difference between just play and play-based learning. It is vital that educators are able to maintain an equal balance of play and academic learning, while ensuring that the play-based learning that is provided aligns with the implemented curriculum for the setting (Zigler, Singer and Bishop-Josef, 2004). To ensure that successful implementation of play-based learning is taking place within settings, teachers must ensure that they attend recommended teachers training, all areas of learning and experiences are covered whilst carrying out careful planning to create continual stimulating and meaningful learning environment (Masenamela, 2024). 
The Foundation Phase Framework was introduced in 2008 and later revised in 2015; it was the statutory curriculum that was used in Wales for children aged 3-7 years old. (Welsh Government, 2015). The curriculum was put in place to support children’s holistic development while learning through a play-based approach, while further encouraging children to be creative, imaginative and explore activities. Furthermore, this type of learning aimed to provide children with meaningful learning experiences which could be experiences through real-life experiences, where the educators were encouraged to ensure an equal balance of child-initiated activities and structured adult-lead activities where individual learning needs could be met (Welsh Government, 2015). Welsh Government (2015) identify that throughout the Foundation Phase Framework 7 Areas of Learning and within each area it would highlight a specific educational outcome.
 The Curriculum for Wales is the new curriculum that was introduced to schools across Wales in 2022 and has been implemented into daily learning since (Welsh Government, 2022a). Throughout the guidance it outlines the importance of providing children from the age of 3 – 16 years old a ‘broad and balanced’ education for all, while ensuring the children are supported and given a variety of opportunities. The guidance highlights that the new Curriculum for Wales encompasses a holistic and skills-based learning approach, with the individual at the centre of their learning (Welsh Government, 2024). Within the Curriculum for Wales there are 4 key purposes in place to represent a vision and ambition for all children to support in achieving the four purposes and how the children learn and take part in experiences. Furthermore, it encompasses 6 Areas of  Learning and Experience that are set in place to promote interdisciplinary learning where children can learn to problem solve from a variety of perspectives and follow learning concepts (Welsh Government, 2024).Welsh Government (2024)  suggest that the six Areas of Learning allow for a structured yet flexible approach to learning where educators can create meaningful learning experiences that are relevant to the learning. 
Throughout the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) the importance of learning through a variety of first-hand experiences where play should be at the centre of all learning is highlighted. The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) continues to outline that by providing children with play opportunities can support the holistic development of children, in ways such as risk taking, problem solving, working in a team and learning consolidation. Estyn (2019) discuss the Foundation Phase Framework and suggest that although learning through play is a part of great practise, it is often misunderstood and is seen as a time to play in the learning areas within the classroom, however this is not the case. Learning through play is the way in which children can actively take part in meaningful learning experiences where they can explore, experiment and build new knowledge and skills (UNICEF, 2018). The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) builds upon the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) and both curricula agree that play is essential for children’s learning and development while ensuring that it meaningful and can encourage deep learning throughout. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) guidance outlines the importance of learning through play for children and how it can support overall holistic development and states that play is a fundamental right for all children and a valued tool for learning and development (Estyn, 2019). 
Welsh Government (2008) identifies that play/active learning is an essential part throughout the followed curriculum. Play-based learning should be accessible for all children between the ages of 3 -7 years old. In comparison to the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015), the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023) outlines that play is a fundamental right for all learners and in particular children between the ages of 3 – 16 years old. The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) covers a narrower age range and more specifically for children under the age of 7 years old. To add to this the content that is covered within the Foundation Phase Framework again is limited to subjects and focuses more on literacy and numeracy development for children, whilst providing play-based learning opportunities. In comparison to this, the Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2023) provides a broader learning spectrum where children are able to explore a wider range of learning opportunities, for example exploring subjects’ areas of learning such as expressive arts, humanities and science. Teachers can provide learning opportunities that cover these areas of learning while tailoring them to the setting’s specific curriculum. 
Foundation Phase Wales 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015) suggests that play should be implemented into a child’s education through daily routines and the implementation of curriculum. Providing children with active learning opportunities and learning through experiences can enhance the children’s development from a young age (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 4). Welsh Government (2015) further add to this by stating that play for children is important and it is important that there is a clear balance between child-initiated play and adult led play, and through the Foundation Phase Framework this is outlined by ensuring that a precise curriculum is in place it can support practitioner in providing opportunities for children where they can be in control of their own learning and make sense of their learning and world around them in their own way. Furthermore, for children to initiate child led play they must have been provided with a learning environment that enhance their learning, here is one way the role of the adult takes place. The adult’s role is to ensure that children have a safe and nurturing environment that can enhance their learning, where they are in control of their own play and learning. An adult may be involved in child-led play, and this is when the child invites the adult into their play and the adult follows along allowing the child to control the environment (Toole, 2023). 
The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022a) utilises play throughout day-to-day learning for all children no matter their needs and abilities. Welsh Government (2022a) tailors learning throughout settings developed curriculum while also ensuring that children can voice their opinions and guide areas of learning. For example, allowing the children to choose a topic that they would like to focus on and encourage the children to give ideas of the learning they would like to take part in, then the teachers planning learning and learning through play opportunities where children are able to. Due to the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022a) allowing schools to personalise their Curriculum provides teachers with a broad range of opportunities to provide the children. Play-based learning opportunities can be integrated into all subjects and allows for children to explore and learn through a variety of learning experiences (Central South Consortium, 2020). 
Part 2 –  1313 words
Across the early years all children should be viewed as the ‘unique child’. Children in Wales (2025) identify that all children are unique and no two children will have the same needs, abilities or have had the same life experiences. Welsh Government (2022b) acknowledges that all children within the setting are unique, that the development of children is often quick as they start to learn new skills, so it is important that children are supported to the best abilities of the educator. However, Welsh Government (2015) suggest that all children will develop skills at different rates to one another and must be provided time to develop at their own pace, as not all children develop at the same place as one another. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2015) insist that once the child has acquired these new skills that they must be provided opportunities to practise them in a variety of different environments and situations. It is important that all children are supported and encouraged throughout their time in education. 
The UNCRC (2019) states that all children have a fundamental right to education, no matter their race, age or ability. The UNCRC (2019) Article 28 states that all children have a right to an education and throughout their rights must be respected. To add to this, Article 29 must also be respected as it states that a child in education must be supported to develop their talents, abilities and personality to the fullest potential, whilst supporting children in developing respect for their parents and other cultures, including the environment (UNCRC, 2019). 
During a child’s time within the education system, it is essential that children are continually supported and encouraged. This can support children in developing a positive growth mindset, which can support them throughout their future success and overall well-being. Dweck (2017) discuss the importance of a child’s understanding of ability can play a vital role in the individual’s motivation towards achievements. Throughout a child’s time within an educational learning environment are a critical time for change and where their understanding of achievement can be perceived. Dweck (2017) states that during this period is where a child should gain the idea of ability and that ability can have a long-term impact on who they are and what they can achieve. It is essential for all children to understand their own abilities and what they are capable of, this can support the child’s holistic development, while ensuring a building confidence, independence and a growth mindset (Department for Education, 2025). Throughout Dweck (2017) research the terms ‘fixed mindset’ and ‘growth mindset’ were developed to describe the ways in which individuals may view their own learning capabilities. It is often that a child may limit their own abilities as they don’t believe they can achieve and will often say phrases that fix the mindset to ‘I can’t…’ and therefore will not challenge themselves to achieve. However, children can turn this around by developing their growth mindset to ‘I can’t … yet’, and with praise and encouragement it is often that a child will push their abilities further to achieve what they believed they could not (Cloke, 2015). 
Throughout education in Wales, assessments are carried out to help practitioners understand each individual child’s learning and development progress while providing data for future planning and ensuring the appropriate support is in place for the children’s need (Welsh Government, 2024). It is essential to take into consideration that assessment and observations are carried out to ensure learning experiences are tailored to all needs within the classroom, while supporting the identification of potential learning needs (Welsh Government, 2024). Department for Education (2024) identify that all children will develop at their own pace and it if often that not all children will follow the identifies pattern of progression for development in children. however, this does not mean that the child won’t make progress, but it will support practitioners in identifying gaps in progression and allow for intervention to be put in place at the earliest point in time. 
The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) use an assessment tool called ‘Progression Steps’. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) indicates that progression throughout learning is the process of improving learning skills and knowledge over a period of time. The Welsh Government (2021) is designed to support learning and development in early years settings. Unlike the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015), the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021) use a assessment tool that measures development over a long period of time and in this case between the ages of 3 - 16 years old. Progression steps are used to highlight learning progression at specific ages, these being 5, 8, 11, 14 and 16 years old, which averages between every 2 – 3 years (Welsh Government, 2015). 
The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) utilises an assessment tool called The Foundation Phase Profile (2017) which is in place to support assessment of children throughout the Foundation Phase, meaning that children between the ages of 3 – 7 years old are involved in this type of assessment. The assessment profile uses an age and stage development tracker, meaning that the tracker is linked to the expected development for the age bracket. An example of this being, a child who is 5 – 6 years old (60-72 months) should be on track for Outcome 4, however, this may not be the case as one 5 year old could be 9 months behind another meaning that their developmental stage could be widely different to one another (The Foundation Phase Profile (2017). This can also be an ineffective development tracker for tracking the development of a child with additional leaning needs, an example of this being a child of 5 years old would be at outcome 4 however, their intellectual ability for mathematic could be the age and outcome of a child that is 8 years old. Furthermore, it could also be the opposite and the child at age 5 and outcome 4, could be developmentally on a gold outcome where they can follow basic instructions, for example ‘can you put your hat on, please?’ (Welsh Government, 2017). 
Assessing the development of children is not always as simple as observing children and assessing the developmental progress that is observed through play, conversation and viewed in their workbooks, there are often barriers involved especially where there are children with English as a second language are involved (Welsh Government, 2017). Children with EAL are assessed in the same way as other pupils within the class, however, the first assessment can be the most challenging especially if there is a language barrier and there is no understanding of the English language (ESTYN, 2018). The use of the Curriculum for Wales Framework (Welsh Government, 2022) allows for an observation assessment to take place, which is a successful approach for learners where English is a second language. Practitioners should ensure to observe the ways in which the child interacts with other, do they try communicating? Are they playing with the children or alongside the children? Also, it is essential for the practitioner to observe how the child utilises the resources around the room, problem solves and shows curiosity, without having the child specifically communicating with a practitioner peer (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004).  It is important to remember it can take a person a long time to learn and remember a new language, it is more often that children will pick up conversational English before having a full understanding of the language itself. Cummins (1984) identifies that a child will find ease in conversing with peers but may find difficulty in understanding a story that is read to them or understanding the aim of a learning activity and because of this, the child should be supported with the activity and provided with intervention on a regular basis to support the development of the English language (Cummins, 1984).
Part 3 – 1071 words 
Balancing Freedom and Structure – play-based learning
Play is an essential part of learning and development for all children, and it allows children to explore, communicate with others and make sense of the world around them. Throughout the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) play is identified as a fundamental right and a significant tool for fostering a holistic development for all children. Not only does play support a child’s self-awareness, but it enhances the development of creative, intellectual and physical development. 
Children should be provided with a variety of opportunities to experience both structured and unstructured play, although structured play is beneficial and can support a more targeted approach to learning, unstructured play allows for children to take control of their own play while allowing for it to be spontaneous and meaningful (Learn n’ Play, 2025). 
Play is not always as straight forwards as it seems, it comes with its challenges as it supports a range of learning and development, practitioners must get play-based learning right. Play based learning encourages children to take part in both structured and semi-structured play activities that are enjoyable for children yet meaningful towards their learning and development. Meaningful play involves activities that are spontaneous and enjoyable, by ensuring settings foster a learning environment that is rich and supportive where adults can follow child-led play and enhance the learning environment to enrich deep play (National Literacy Trust, 2024).  
Why freedom matters in play?
Freedom in play is essential for a child’s development, play allows for children to learn at their own pace, additionally, it allows children to lead their own play where they are more engages and motivated to learn as it is what they want to take part in and not led by an adult (NHS Wales, No Date). Allowing children to take part in child-led play supports the development of confidence and independence, emotional well-being, natural curiosity and creativity skills and language and social skills. A child may invite an adult into their play through offering food or drink from their café, it is essential that the adult plays along and ensures that the play stays as child-led play and not adult-led. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) is based around being a child-centred approach for learning, where it focusses on induvial development, interests and the needs of each child. The curriculum encourages practitioners to listen to children and allow them to voice their interests and where they want to take their learning. 
However, it is important that practitioners are aware that freedom play does not mean let the children do what they want and where, it is within reason and guidance. It is important for practitioners to be able to implement this, as it can support children in receiving a fulfilling and meaningful childhood full of experience. By proving children with the opportunity to explore play both freely and structured can support and challenge them in developing new and old skills, specific skills and knowledge of the world around them (Welsh Government, 2024b). 
Structure in play
It is essential that early year’s settings that there is some form of structured play, this would consist of 
-creating purposeful learning environments
- consistent daily routines 
- adult instructions to guide some play 
- observations to support practitioners plan for the next steps of learning 
It is important to bear in mind that structured play does not mean rigid routines and sitting at desks and learning formally, instead it is where play-based learning is carried out in an environment that is supportive and well-organised. 
Structured play is sometimes known as or referred to adult led play. This is where play is structured by an adult, that incorporates rules and more often than not has a set learning end goal. An example of this could be a game that incorporates learning for the children – playing ‘guess who’ but practising asking questions in Welsh ‘Wyt ti’n gwisgo siwmper glas?’ and having the children answer the question and try and guess who the others character is. (Raising Children, 2025). 
Structured play can support observations for practitioners as the structured play can target an area of development and provide the practitioner with the needed information. This will allow practitioners to see how the child is progressing in that area of development and what may need to be done to support the children or individual child’s development a little bit further (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Working with Families
There is often a worry from practitioners when a parent asks their child ‘what have you done in school today?’ and you hear the response ‘we played all day’. It is felt that parents and carers may be concerned that their child is not receiving the ideal education, so it is a practitioner’s job to help parents gain an understanding of play based learning and how it can support the development of children when carried out correctly. 
Parents and carers must be made aware that play is a valuable and meaningful part of a child’s learning and development and by engaging in play opportunities carefully planned by practitioners to support development, gage interests of the children while making the learning enjoyable (Del Rio, 2023).
If parents within the setting find it difficult to understand the meaning of play and the importance it has to children, it could be vital to share relevant research and links to curriculum to gage a further understanding of play-based learning for children. furthermore, pictures of the children’s daily learning could be shared on the family school app to provide evidence to families that there is reason why their child is taking part in a variety of play-based learning activities and the benefits that it has on the children’s development (All Hallow’s School, 2024)
Conclusion
Play based learning is all about utilising both structured and freedom play methods to support the holistic development and learning experiences for all children across Wales. 
Structured play encourages the development from a practitioner’s point of view, supporting areas of development where needed and challenging the development and understanding of the children. Freedom play encourages independence and the opportunity for children to take control over their own learning and development, whilst being able to explore and make sense of the world around them. 
By practitioners ensuring there is a balance between structured and freedom play can allow for play to be more than fun – it becomes a meaningful play opportunity to learn and develop. 
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