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A Critical Comparative Analysis of Two Play-Based Approaches in Early Childhood Education: Examining Curriculum Guidance and Implementation 

Play is universally recognized as a vital component of early childhood education, offering rich opportunities for cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (Earlyyearscareers,2018 and Grindheim, 2017). Among the various pedagogical models that centre play as a foundational learning tool, the Te Whāriki approach from Aotearoa New Zealand and the Reggio Emilia approach from Italy stand out for their distinctive philosophies and practices (The Education Hub,2020a and Day Nurseries, 2025). 
Both frameworks emphasize the role of the child as an active participant in their own learning, yet they differ significantly in terms of curriculum structure, cultural context, and implementation strategies (Cai,2024 and Preidyte,2024). This essay presents a critical comparative analysis of these two play-based approaches, focusing on how each interprets curriculum guidance and translates it into educational practice. By examining their theoretical underpinnings, pedagogical principles, and real-world applications, this analysis aims to illuminate the strengths and challenges of each model and their implications for effective early childhood education. 
The Te Whāriki approach is New Zealand’s national early childhood education curriculum and represents a unique, holistic, and bicultural framework that emphasizes the importance of play in early learning (OECE, 2025). Rooted in the Māori concept of a “woven mat,” according to Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga Ministry of Education (2024a) Te Whāriki symbolizes the integration of multiple strands of development and principles that support the individual growth of each child. The curriculum is underpinned by four guiding principles which are empowerment, holistic development, family and community, and relationships, all of which work together to foster a supportive and inclusive learning environment (Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga Ministry of Education,2024b). 
Furthermore, these principles are interwoven with five key strands well-being, belonging, contribution, communication, and exploration each of which outlines specific learning goals and outcomes (Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga Ministry of Education,2024c). Distinctively, the Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga Ministry of Education (2017) state that Te Whāriki is shaped by the Treaty of Waitangi, ensuring a bicultural foundation that recognizes and respects the cultural identities, languages, and perspectives of both Māori and non-Māori communities. The Education Hub (2020a)  suggests that its flexible, play-based approach encourages educators to respond to the interests and experiences of individual children, promoting active, inquiry-based learning within a socially and culturally rich context. As a result, Te Whāriki offers a dynamic and inclusive model that supports the diverse needs of young learners across New Zealand (Hall et al., 2025).
Similarly, the Reggio Emilia approach is an innovative, child-centred philosophy of early childhood education that originated in the town of Reggio Emilia, Italy, following World War two (Aussie Childcare Network Team,2023). Founded by educator Loris Malaguzzi in collaboration with local parents, the approach is grounded in the belief that children are capable, competent, and active participants in their own learning (Reggio Emilia Approach, 2022). 
According to Reggio Emilia Early Learning Centre (2024) central to the Reggio Emilia philosophy is the concept of the “hundred languages of children,” which refers to the many ways children express themselves through art, movement, play, language, and exploration. Learning is viewed as a co-constructed process, where teachers, children, and families engage in collaborative inquiry and reflection (the education hub, 2020b). The environment is considered the "third teacher," carefully designed to provoke curiosity, communication, and creativity. Additionally, documentation plays a critical role in making learning visible in any environment however the Reggio Emilia Approach places a strong emphasis on how educators observe, record, and reflect on children’s experiences to guide future learning opportunities (Artsprouts, 2025). 
Rather than following a fixed curriculum, the Reggio Emilia approach is emergent and project-based, allowing children's interests to shape the direction of learning (Little Sunshine’s Playhouse, 2024). Deeply rooted in democratic values and community involvement like the Te Whāriki approach , this approach similarly  fosters critical thinking, collaboration, and respect for the ideas of others, making it a powerful model for fostering meaningful, play-based early education (Manera, 2022).
However it can be seen that implementing the Te Whāriki and Reggio Emilia early childhood education approaches poses distinct challenges, each rooted in their cultural, philosophical, and pedagogical foundations. While both emphasize child-centred learning, community involvement, and the holistic development of children, their application in diverse educational contexts often encounters significant barriers (The Education hub 2020a and The Education hub 2020b).
A primary challenge in implementing the Te Whāriki curriculum lies in its deep embedding within Aotearoa New Zealand’s bicultural context (Cherrington, 2018). However, early childhood practitioners who lack cultural competence or a sound understanding of Māori language and worldview may struggle to enact the curriculum authentically which is an issue that Grey (no date) mentions in an essay about the challenge of intercultural competence in early childhood education. This issue of intercultural competence is particularly pronounced among non-Māori educators or in regions where Māori representation and support networks are limited (Lilley, 2018). 
Additionally, Dr Jenkin (2017) suggests that the flexible and non-prescriptive nature of Te Whāriki which was intended to allow responsiveness to local contexts can sometimes lead to inconsistencies in practice. Some educators may find the open-ended framework difficult to interpret or may default to more structured, Eurocentric pedagogies that are misaligned with Te Whāriki’s relational and holistic ethos (Education Review Office,2018).
In contrast, implementing the Reggio Emilia approach outside of its Italian origins raises different, yet equally complex challenges (Emerson and Linder, 2019). Rooted in the post-war community of Reggio Emilia, Italy, this approach is heavily influenced by Italian socio-political values, especially the role of civic engagement, aesthetics, and collaborative democracy in education (A Messy Curriculum, 2023). When adopted in foreign contexts, educators often struggle to maintain the philosophical integrity of the approach (Chicken, 2022). 
One common issue is the tendency to reduce Reggio practices to visible elements, such as aesthetically pleasing environments or documentation panels, while overlooking the deeper pedagogical principles such as the image of the child as competent and capable, or the emphasis on co-constructive inquiry (Reggio Inspired, 2025). 
Furthermore, the Reggio approach’s reliance on sustained, long-term projects and intensive collaboration between teachers, children, and families requires elevated levels of professional training, time, and institutional support such as resources that may not be available in many early childhood settings (Education Wave, 2025).
Comparatively, the role of documentation presents a significant challenge in both approaches but manifests differently (Lillio, 2025). In Reggio Emilia, documentation is central to making learning visible and fostering reflective practice (Bi-Lingual Preschool and Daycare, 2023). Documentation demands rigorous observation, interpretive skill, and the capacity to synthesize children’s learning trajectories meaningfully. Educators unfamiliar with this level of pedagogical documentation may reduce it to surface-level displays, missing its reflective and transformative potential (Artful Teaching, 2022). Meanwhile, in Te Whāriki, documentation often through learning stories are used to narrate a child’s experiences in relation to holistic goals (LearningStoriesHelp, no date). Challenges arise when documentation becomes formulaic or when cultural narratives, especially Māori perspectives, are underrepresented or misinterpreted (Gopalkrishnan, 2019).
Another notable difference is the degree of structural and systemic support. According to Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga Ministry of Education (2023) Te Whāriki is the official early childhood curriculum in New Zealand, which affords it a level of governmental endorsement, professional development, and policy alignment. 
Nonetheless, tensions can occur between the curriculum’s holistic aspirations and accountability demands from regulatory bodies, particularly in terms of assessment and school readiness (Garcia, Polikoff and Pak, 2020). 
Alternatively, the Reggio Emilia approach remains a philosophy rather than a standardised curriculum. Its implementation is often fragmented, driven by individual centres or educators with varying degrees of fidelity (Early Excellence Limited, 2025). Without a central policy framework, sustaining the pedagogical coherence and community ethos of Reggio-inspired settings across diverse cultural and institutional landscapes becomes highly challenging (Massimelli, Mineo and Tucci, 2022).
While both Te Whāriki and Reggio Emilia advocate for responsive, culturally situated, and child-led pedagogy, their implementation challenges differ significantly. Te Whāriki struggles primarily with issues of cultural authenticity, educator preparedness, and interpretive variability within a national policy context according to Kōwhiti Whakapae (2025). In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach faces difficulties in philosophical translation, resource demands, and maintaining pedagogical depth outside its original culture (Arseven, 2014). Addressing these challenges requires not only professional development but also critical reflection on how context shapes pedagogy and the importance of honouring the foundational values of each approach.
To conclude, by examining curriculum guidance and implementation, the Te Whāriki and Reggio Emilia approaches offer distinct yet aligned visions of early childhood education, both grounded in play-based, child-centred learning. Te Whāriki provides a flexible, bicultural framework that emphasises holistic development, cultural identity, and learning through play as a central process for exploration and understanding. Its open-ended guidance supports local adaptation but can lead to inconsistencies in practice, particularly when educators lack cultural competence or deep understanding of the curriculum’s principles. Similarly, the Reggio Emilia approach foregrounds play as a form of expressive inquiry, where children co-construct knowledge through long-term projects, creative exploration, and interaction with rich learning environments. However, its implementation beyond Italy is often challenged by differing educational structures, limited resources, and the tendency to focus on aesthetics rather than pedagogy. While both frameworks value play as foundational to learning, their effective implementation depends on educators’ ability to interpret and apply the curriculum in ways that stay true to its core philosophy. Ultimately, the success of either approach rests on strong professional development, cultural responsiveness, and systemic support to ensure that play-based pedagogy is not only preserved but meaningfully integrated across diverse early childhood contexts. 

Critically Evaluating Assessment Methods, Progress Tracking, and Developmental Models in Play-Based Curricula: Insights from the ‘Unique Child’ Perspective 
Understanding the unique child is a fundamental principle in early childhood education, recognising every child as a capable, competent individual with distinct needs, interests, and developmental pathways (Care Learning, 2024). In Wales, this perspective is embedded within national education frameworks, which promote a child-centred and inclusive approach to learning. The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) emphasises holistic development through play-based, active learning tailored to the individual child, while the Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2020) places learner voice and agency at the centre of its vision, supporting personalised, meaningful learning experiences. 
Together, these frameworks highlight the importance of acknowledging and responding to the diverse ways in which children engage with their environment, reinforcing the principle that education must begin with a deep respect for the individuality of each learner (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). This perspective is echoed in developmental theory, particularly in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory, which emphasizes the complex interplay of individual, familial, and societal influences on a child’s development. Similarly, postmodern views of childhood challenge standardised developmental norms, instead advocating for a view of children as co-constructors of knowledge within their sociocultural contexts (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2007). The Welsh Government’s guidance encourages educators to respond to learners’ individual experiences, voices, and rhythms of development (Welsh Government, 2020), reflecting a strong alignment with this theoretical foundation.
Assessment in Play-Based Curricula: Opportunities and Limitations
In play-based curricula, assessment is most effective when it reflects the lived experience of the child, integrating naturally into learning rather than standing apart from it. The Welsh Government promotes formative, observation-led assessment in early education, aiming to capture learning in authentic, child-led contexts (Welsh Government, 2020). Research by Blaisdell et al. (2022) supports this approach, highlighting the value of assessments that are embedded in meaningful interactions and sensitive to children’s diverse ways of expressing knowledge. However, challenges remain. Formative assessment, while theoretically ideal, can be subjective and inconsistently applied without adequate practitioner training. In contrast, standardised assessments often fail to align with the philosophy of play-based learning, potentially undermining children’s autonomy and creativity (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016). This tension is particularly evident in contexts where external accountability demands pressure on practitioners to prioritise measurable outcomes over developmental depth.
Progress Tracking and the Limitations of Developmental Models
Traditional developmental models have long guided progress tracking in early education, yet they are increasingly critiqued for their linear and normative assumptions. In response, the Curriculum for Wales introduces “progression steps” designed to reflect a more holistic and flexible understanding of development (Welsh Government, 2020). While this shift is welcome, research suggests that even flexible frameworks can be interpreted rigidly in practice (Sakr, 2021). Practitioners may revert to checklists or milestone tracking systems that do not account for neurodiversity, cultural variation, or asynchronous learning. A key challenge is ensuring that assessment systems truly reflect the dynamic, non-linear nature of children’s growth. As highlighted by Brooker and Woodhead (2013), respecting the unique child means recognising multiple pathways of development and adapting progress tracking tools accordingly, rather than using them to enforce uniform expectations.
Balancing Accountability with Individual Growth
Early years practitioners navigate a complex professional landscape characterised by the dual pressures of nurturing individual development through responsive, play-based approaches, and meeting externally imposed accountability demands. In the Welsh context, the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) aspires to alleviate bureaucratic burdens by promoting greater professional autonomy and trust in practitioner judgment. However, inspection regimes and reporting requirements continue to exert considerable influence over assessment practices. Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury (2016) contend that such performative cultures within early education risk narrowing pedagogical focus, prioritising the production of evidence over the support of authentic learning experiences. This tension is particularly problematic in play-based environments, where meaningful learning is often non-linear, emergent, and not easily captured through conventional assessment metrics. From the standpoint of the unique child perspective, such models are inherently limiting, as they overlook the relational, contextual, and individual nature of learning. Instead, this perspective advocates for assessment that privileges genuine developmental journeys and values the child’s lived experience over standardised data collection.
Inclusive Assessment and the Role of the Practitioner
The move towards inclusive, child-centred education is fundamentally reliant on the practitioner’s capacity to recognise and respond sensitively to the unique needs, backgrounds, and abilities of each learner. Within the Welsh context, the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) places strong emphasis on equitable assessment practices that are responsive to the diverse cultural identities, languages, and developmental pathways of all children. Archer and Siraj (2021) highlight the crucial role of practitioner reflexivity and cultural competence in ensuring that assessments are not only meaningful but also genuinely inclusive. This is especially pertinent for children with additional learning needs, those learning English as an additional language, and children from ethnically or linguistically diverse communities. Inclusive assessment extends beyond the mere adaptation of tools; it involves cultivating environments in which all learners can demonstrate their understanding in ways that are both valid and valued. Achieving this requires sustained professional development and a commitment to upholding children’s voices and agency within the assessment process.
Conclusion
Recognising and responding to the individuality of each child is a core principle in early childhood education, influencing how practitioners approach assessment, curriculum design, and pedagogy. This essay has explored how Welsh policy frameworks namely the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015) and the Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2020) embed a commitment to child-centred, inclusive education rooted in respect for each child’s identity, voice, and developmental pathway. Drawing on theoretical perspectives such as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and postmodern conceptions of childhood, the discussion has emphasised the value of learning environments that prioritise co-construction, contextual understanding, and meaningful engagement.
The critical evaluation of assessment practices within play-based curricula revealed both significant benefits and persistent challenges. Formative, observation-led methods align closely with the values of play-based learning and the unique child perspective. However, inconsistent implementation and limited practitioner training can compromise their effectiveness. Additionally, external accountability pressures may lead to a performative culture that prioritises documentation over genuine developmental support, particularly in environments where progress is not easily quantifiable.
While tools for progress tracking can support practitioner insight, they may also reinforce rigid developmental norms if applied incorrectly. The Curriculum for Wales seeks to counter this through progression steps that promote flexibility, but their effectiveness relies heavily on practitioner interpretation and professional judgment. This highlights the essential role of the educator as not just an assessor, but a responsive facilitator of each child’s unique journey.
Overall, assessment in early years education must be inclusive, relational, and rooted in a holistic understanding of the child. Realising the vision of the unique child requires a sustained commitment to professional development, cultural awareness, and pedagogy ensuring that every child’s learning is valued, visible, and genuinely supported within an equally accessible education system.


Play with Purpose: Key Considerations for Implementing a Play-Based Curriculum in Changing Times
By Charis Brooks (12th June 2025)
What is Play?
Play is recognized as a vital mode of learning through which children explore, experiment, and make sense of the world (Earlyyearscareers, 2018). According to UNICEF (2022) play is both a spontaneous activity and a structured tool for development. Theorists have emphasized its cognitive, social, and emotional value.
Jean Piaget viewed play as a reflection of cognitive development, where children assimilate and accommodate new experiences, moving through stages of sensorimotor, symbolic, and games with rules (Jean Piaget’s Theory of Play, 1936 cited in Play Learn Thrive, 2025). Whereas, Lev Vygotsky stressed the social aspect, proposing that play creates a “zone of proximal development,” enabling children to perform beyond their current capabilities with guidance (Vygotsky, 1933 cited in teach early years, 2025).
Friedrich Froebel championed play as the “highest expression of human development,” integrating it with nature and creativity (Froebel 1836 cited in Froebel Trust, no date). However, Maria Montessori, while more structured, acknowledged purposeful, self-directed activity as a form of work-play that builds independence (Maria Montessori Editorial Team, 2022).
In contemporary pedagogy, especially in frameworks like Te Whāriki and Reggio Emilia, play is seen as inquiry-based and emergent shaped by children's interests and guided by educators as co-learners (Howard, Miles, Crowley, McInnes, 2012 and Lai, Ang,  Por and Liew, 2018). Play is not separate from learning but is the context in which meaningful learning unfolds. It fosters imagination, language, problem-solving, and social competence (Care Learning, 2025).

What is a Play Based Curriculum?
A play-based curriculum is a pedagogical approach that positions play as the central medium through which young children learn, explore, and make sense of the world around them (EEF, 2025). Informed by developmental and sociocultural theories, the play-based approach recognises that children construct knowledge actively through firsthand, meaningful experiences (Play Scotland, 2020). 
The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) adopts a play-based ethos, stating that children learn most effectively through practical activities that are responsive to their interests and developmental needs. The curriculum encourages active, experiential learning holistically through physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development in both indoor and outdoor environments (Welsh Government, 2018). 
Similarly, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) builds on this foundation, promoting holistic development through child led play, where practitioners serve as facilitators who scaffold learning within playful, inquiry led contexts. This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development, where guided interaction within play environments supports learning that children could not achieve alone (Dr Kurt, 2020). 
Overall, Welsh Government (2023) states that these frameworks affirm that play is not peripheral but essential to curriculum design, enabling learners to develop critical thinking, problem-solving, and communication skills in a developmentally appropriate and engaging manner.
Key issues with implementation
Implementing a play-based curriculum in changing times requires careful consideration of multiple factors to ensure that pedagogical principles remain relevant and effective amid evolving societal, educational, and policy landscapes (Oers,2015). A central consideration is the need for practitioner confidence and competence in understanding and delivering play-based pedagogy (Walsh, Sproule, McGuinness, Trew, and Ingram, 2015).
While curricula such as the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015) strongly advocate for experiential, child-led learning, successful implementation depends heavily on the ability of educators to interpret and apply these principles in diverse and often complex classroom contexts. Ongoing professional development and reflective practice are therefore essential to ensure that practitioners can adapt their methods to meet the needs of all learners, especially in light of growing cultural, linguistic, and neurodiverse populations (Aparrna,2024).
Another key consideration is the impact of external pressures, such as accountability measures, standardised assessment, and post-pandemic recovery (Yasmin and Ghafran,2019 and Fair Test, 2023). Wood (2022) states that these factors can create tensions between play-based philosophies and more formalised expectations of measurable academic progress. 
In Wales, recent curriculum reforms offer greater flexibility and autonomy to schools, but this also demands a shift in mindset and practice to align with a developmental approach rather than content-driven instruction (Welsh Government, 2024). Practitioners must balance the expectations of parents, policymakers, and inspection bodies while maintaining the integrity of child-centred, play-rich learning environments (Estyn, 2024). Additionally, digital technologies and changes in children’s lived experiences necessitate reimagining the role of play to remain responsive and relevant (Wightwick,2022). Furthermore, UNESCO (2021) state that equality and inclusion are also critical when implementing play-based curricula. Socioeconomic disparities can influence children’s access to quality play experiences, particularly in resource-constrained settings. 
Welsh policy frameworks encourage outdoor learning and access to natural environments, but logistical and financial barriers may limit their realisation (Welsh Government, 2023). Therefore, leadership and systemic support are crucial in ensuring that all children, regardless of background, benefit from high-quality, play-based provision (Jordan, 2022). 
By addressing these considerations through collaborative, reflective, and contextually sensitive practice, educators in Wales can uphold the values of a play-based curriculum while responding effectively to the demands of a changing educational landscape (Welsh Government, 2024).

Conclusion
In conclusion, the implementation of a play-based curriculum in today’s rapidly evolving educational landscape demands a thoughtful, research-informed approach that recognises play as a fundamental vehicle for children's learning and development. Grounded in developmental and sociocultural theories and reinforced by Welsh educational frameworks such as the Curriculum for Wales and the Foundation Phase Framework, play-based learning promotes creativity, problem-solving, communication, and social competence. However, translating these principles into practice involves navigating significant challenges, including educator preparedness, external accountability pressures, and widening social inequalities. Effective implementation therefore relies not only on practitioner confidence and reflective practice, but also on strong leadership, systemic support, and a commitment to equality. In changing times marked by technological shifts, post-pandemic recovery, and increased diversity, play must be continually reimagined to remain responsive and inclusive. Ultimately, a high-quality, play-based curriculum requires a shared vision among educators, policymakers, and communities, one that respects the intrinsic value of play and ensures that all children, regardless of background, can thrive through joyful, meaningful learning experiences.
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