During childhood, play is not just a leisure activity but a fundamental human need that
contributes to a child's growth, learning, and development (Department of Education,
n.d). Play helps children develop their cognitive, social, and emotional skills, and it is a
crucial component of their overall well-being (Pope et al., 2023). This view is supported
by Vygotsky's sociocultural theory (1978), which states that play is a meaningful and
purposeful activity that facilitates children's growth and development. Vygotsky
emphasized that play is not just a recreational activity but a crucial component of
children's learning experiences. Through play, children are given opportunities to
engage in meaningful interactions with their environment and others, which helps them

develop their cognitive and social skills (Hong, Shaffer, and Han, 2017).

Furthermore, play allows children to explore and learn about the world around them and
develop their creativity, imagination, and problem-solving skills. It also fosters essential
social skills, such as sharing, taking turns, and communication (Dennis and Stockall,
2015). Therefore, it is vital to encourage children to engage in various forms of play,
such as games, sports, imaginative play, and outdoor activities, as it lays a strong
foundation for their future success. This assignment examines potential barriers to
developing a play-based curriculum in early childhood and recommends effective

implementation strategies.

Recently, there has been a change in the early childhood curriculum, with a focus on
play-based learning as the recommended approach. Play-based learning is an
educational approach that utilizes play to facilitate learning (Pyle and Danniels, 2017).
This approach is widely used in early childhood education because it promotes the
holistic development of children by fostering their cognitive, social, emotional,
psychological, and physical growth (Welsh Government, n.d). During play-based
learning, children engage in exploration, discovery, and learning through trial and error
(Beisly, 2023). Furthermore, through play, children develop a deeper understanding of
the world by investigating and constructing their learning experiences (Helm, Katz and
Wilson, 2023). While play-based learning is a balance between practitioner-initiated

learning and child-initiated learning, practitioners, however, play a supportive role and



may encourage children to learn by asking open-ended questions. For example, if a
child were to build a box using blocks, the practitioner would ask what might happen if

the box was placed in a particular location.

Furthermore, when a child constructs a box from blocks, a skilled practitioner would
engage with the child by asking open-ended questions to prompt critical thinking and
enhance learning. The practitioner would inquire about the potential outcomes of
placing the box in different locations, encouraging the child to consider the effects of
their actions and decisions. Therefore, while the practitioner is using this approach, it

aims to foster creativity, problem-solving skills, and independent thinking in the child.

Recent developments in the curriculum have heightened the need to allow children to
play freely, and most schools have adopted a play-based curriculum. A play-based
curriculum places play at its core (Pistorova and Slutsky, 2018; Wong, Wang, and
Cheng, 2011). Play is essential because it helps children develop foundational
knowledge and skills (Sahlberg and Doyle, 2019). However, it is usually only offered to
children in the early years of school. It is important to note that inclusive learning
environments that foster the holistic development of children must be thoughtfully

planned and executed.

On the other hand, understanding educational practices during the early years and the
essence of a play-based curriculum is vital for its successful implementation (reference).
With global standards and outcomes for learning becoming more comprehensive, the
curriculum has become more demanding for teachers (Shawer, 2017). Therefore,
practitioners may acquire knowledge about pedagogical strategies to help achieve
broader educational objectives efficiently. Studies suggest a play-based curriculum is a

promising pedagogy with overall learning objectives and outcomes.

The idea of play is multifaceted and can be challenging to fully comprehend and define
due to its intricate nature. This is one of the current challenges practitioners face when

looking at a play-based curriculum. Play involves various factors such as imagination,



creativity, and enjoyment and can take on different forms depending on the unique child
(reference). Thus, understanding the concept of play requires a nuanced approach
considering its many aspects. The concept of play is complex and difficult to define
(Lynch, 2014). However, practitioners should note that it is vital to understand that
learning and play should not be viewed as two distinct entities (Moyles, 2010). When
practitioners separate play and learning, practitioners need to recognize that play can
be a meaningful learning experience for children (Moyles, 2010; Samuelsson, 2012).
This outlook limits the potential of a play-based curriculum. Therefore, Howard and
Mclnnes (2010) suggest that utilizing children's perceptions to highlight playfulness as
an approach can develop practitioners' knowledge of play. Understanding children's
perceptions of play can help practitioners create a playful environment that enhances
children's development and learning outcomes Howard and Mclnnes, 2013). This
approach fosters a better understanding of the significance and benefits of play in
children's lives, enabling practitioners to design enriching experiences tailored to each

child's unique needs and interests.

Using play as an instrument for early childhood education remains a contentious issue
among practitioners and parents (Rogers, 2011). Some educators advocate for
play-based learning as they believe it has a positive impact on young learners'
cognitive, social, and emotional development. However, some voices in the field
express opposition to the incorporation of play into the curriculum (Brock, 2019).
Parents often perceive play and learning as separate and incompatible activities. This
rejection of play-based learning is frequently due to insufficient knowledge of
progressive pedagogical approaches and concerns about being discredited by those
who need to comprehend developmentally appropriate activities (Rogers, 2023). They
believe children must be taught in a more structured and formal environment to achieve
optimal academic outcomes. This approach is often based on the assumption that play
and learning are mutually exclusive activities and that children cannot learn while
engaged in playful activities (Whitton, 2018). Educators who advocate for play-based
learning argue that it can be a highly effective teaching tool when used appropriately.

They emphasize the importance of creating a safe and nurturing environment that



encourages children to explore, experiment, and learn through play (Ginner, Selenius
and Bjorck, 2023). They also stress the need for teachers to be skilled facilitators who
can guide children's play in a way that promotes optimal learning outcomes (Tam,
2023).

Despite its many benefits, there are significant challenges to implementing play-based
pedagogies in early childhood education, and professional development is one of the
most significant hurdles (Fesseha and Pyle, 2016). Many practitioners still need to be
fully aware of the value that play can bring to the classroom (Baker, 2014; Vong, 2012).
Many practitioners need more training to apply play-based pedagogy effectively.
Furthermore, with introducing a new curriculum and expectations to adopt new
pedagogical practices, it is becoming increasingly more work for teachers to use play
meaningfully (Yin, Keung, and Tam, 2022). However, this is why it is crucial to provide
teachers with more professional development opportunities where they can share their
beliefs and conceptions of play-based pedagogy with others. Doing so can help
practitioners genuinely understand the definition and value of play and apply it in a way

that benefits their children within the early years setting.

However, the implementation of play-based curricula can be challenging. Teachers need
to be trained in how to facilitate play-based learning effectively and how to evaluate
children's progress using appropriate methods. They also need to have access to
appropriate resources and materials to support play-based learning activities. Siraj
(2013 - 2014), in his independent stocktake, recommended that it is essential that all
modules and training are based on theory and research, emphasizing the value of early
education. The connections between theory and practice, as well as the critical role of
adults, should be made explicit. Similarly, Walsh et al. (2019) supported the idea that
play-based learning may become the standard method of teaching in early years
practices in the UK and beyond. However, to achieve this, specific critical steps must be
taken. Firstly, he believed it was crucial to provide professional development courses
that could enhance the skills of the early years workforce. These courses should focus

on teaching techniques that encourage playfulness and creativity in the classroom.



Additionally, they should teach practitioners how to adapt to the individual needs of each
child and create a safe and stimulating learning environment. Secondly, he believed that
it is necessary to re-evaluate the content of practitioner-child education programs.
These programs should include modules on play-based learning to ensure that future
practitioners are equipped with the skills and knowledge needed to implement this
method in their classrooms. The modules should cover child development, learning
through play, and creating a supportive and inclusive learning environment. These steps
can lay a solid foundation for play-based learning to become the standard teaching
method in early childhood practices. This will benefit not only the children, who will
receive a more engaging and practical education but also the practitioners, who will be

empowered to create a positive impact on the lives of their children.

Overall, the implementation of play-based early years curricula requires careful
consideration and evaluation. While there are challenges to overcome, the benefits of
this approach can be significant for young children's development and future academic
success. A curriculum based on play is an essential aspect of early childhood
education, as it offers numerous opportunities for interactive learning and hands-on
exploration. Such settings encourage children to engage in conversations with adults,
who provide guidance and support as they navigate various experiences. While
adult-led activities may not necessarily be classified as play, they can be highly effective
when they incorporate elements of choice, hands-on experiences, and connections to
the children's interests, ultimately enhancing engagement and motivation. By using this
approach, children are more likely to develop essential skills such as problem-solving,
creativity, and critical thinking, which are crucial for their overall development and future
success. Furthermore, a play-based curriculum promotes social-emotional development
as children learn to communicate, negotiate, and collaborate with their peers, fostering
positive relationships and a sense of community. In summary, a play-based curriculum
is a practical and holistic approach to early childhood education that supports children's

overall growth and development.
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