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Section 1: Comparing and contrasting two different play-based approaches, including a critical analysis of the curricula guidance. 

Contextual Foundation
· Curricular Overview:
For children in England from birth to age five, the Early Years Foundation Stage [hereafter EYFS] Framework (Department for Education, 2021) [hereafter DfE] establishes legislative criteria for learning, development, and care. Underpinned by the Characteristics of Effective Teaching and Learning, it specifies seven domains of learning, such as active learning, critical thinking and creation, play and exploration. 

The Curriculum for Wales, which outlines Wales's early years framework, emphasises a customised, play-based approach to learning to acknowledge each child as a unique individual (Welsh Government, 2022) [hereafter WG]. Similar to the EYFS framework, it emphasises fostering strong bonds and wellbeing, while assisting children in becoming aspirational learners, healthy people, moral citizens, and creative contributors. In keeping with Wales's bilingual and diverse setting, the framework also places a high priority on inclusivity and cultural responsiveness (WG, 2022; DfE, 2021). Curriculum for Wales considers each child to be unique, allowing everyone to grow at a distinct, individual pace. Children should have an opportunity to practise new skills in various contexts and reflect on their work. Children should have their own work acknowledged, respected, and supported in all facets of their growth since it is honest and unique (WG, 2015)

Despite their shared belief in the value of play in early childhood education, England and Wales have very different curricula in actual use. Curriculum for Wales maintains a more flexible, child-led philosophy based on developmental psychology and children's rights, while the EYFS framework tends towards a structured, outcome-focused model inspired by school readiness and assessment. A critical analysis of these methods reveals the persistent conflict between pedagogy and play, as well as the necessity of regulations that strike a balance between professional autonomy and accountability to promote children’s overall development

· Policy Intentions:
The EYFS framework (DfE, 2021) outlines that children learn best through play and active interaction. It promotes playing and exploring by interacting with novel situations, active learning by maintaining motivation and engagement and critical thinking and creation by innovation and problem-solving. This illustrates a developmental strategy in which play fosters cognitive, emotional, and physical development (Broadhead, 2003).

Curriculum for Wales incorporates play-based learning as a key component within the Foundation Learning phase and encompasses children as early as age 3 (WG, 2020). With early education centred around six Areas of Learning and Experience [hereafter AoLEs] that promote holistic development and child-led inquiry, the curriculum emphasises experiential and developmentally appropriate learning. 

Policy research in Wales indicates that practitioners enjoy more professional freedom and are trusted to use their discretion when implementing play-based learning (Scherr and Johnson, 2017) This independence is consistent with Welsh policy's rights-based stance, particularly UNCRC Article 31 “right to play” (United NCRC, 2006). However, Ofsted's inspection system has an influential impact on practice in England. According to research, policy accountability measures may cause the curriculum to become more constrained, making play less important than test preparation (Wood, 2020).

Theoretical Underpinnings	
A pedagogical approach in early years practise is paramount. Although play is acknowledged as being crucial to early development in both curriculums, their pedagogical interpretations are different.

· Key Theorists: Piaget; Vygotsky:
[bookmark: _Hlk201245973]With a significant emphasis on adult scaffolding and controlled observation, the EYFS framework encourages a balance between play that is initiated by children and play that is led by adults. The Welsh model, on the other hand, places more emphasis on child-led, unstructured inquiry and views adults more as facilitators than teachers. Based on constructivist theories that view children as active learners, Wales's method is based on developmentally appropriate practice (Piaget,1936; Vygotsky,1896 cited in Bradbury, 2019). While accepting these theories, England's framework prioritises school preparation, which is frequently viewed through the prism of quantifiable academic results (Bradbury, 2019).

According to Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke (2011), Vygotsky’s social play theory, as a mechanism for learning, placed a high value on the adult's position and conversations with children, especially when it comes to adults who interact with children as cooperative partners. Vygotsky highlights the importance of the adult's role in helping children engage in activities such as make-believe play, constructive play, outdoor play, and more potentially structured activities, which aligns with both curriculums. 

McInnes et al. (2011) suggest that variations in practitioners' perspectives on play and its connection to education could be linked to variations in their pedagogical approaches with children and in how children use the cue of an adult's presence to distinguish between play and non-play activities. 

· Critical Lens:

Even while play is officially supported as a teaching technique in national curricula such as the Foundation Learning phase in Wales and the Early Years Foundation Stage in England, there is still a disconnect between these theoretical commitments and actual practice. 

[bookmark: _Hlk201246549]External factors, such as assessment-driven cultures and school readiness goals, frequently make it difficult for practitioners to apply authentic play-based learning (Maynard and Chicken, 2010). Although England's EYFS framework is dedicated to child development, it functions within a performance-oriented culture that favours accountability and standardisation. As play is subordinated to agendas motivated by results, this could lower the quality of play. Teachers frequently find it difficult to balance systemic demands for quantifiable academic outcomes with curriculum advice (Chartered College of Teaching, 2022).

Wales's curriculum, on the other hand, promotes a more inclusive and comprehensive view of children, where learning is viewed as emergent and highly contextual. For practitioners without strong training or well-defined support systems, its less prescriptive nature could prove difficult. When the academic value of play is less acknowledged in planning and assessment frameworks, this tension causes a shift towards formalised instruction (Welsh Government, 2023).

Some parents may consider play to be less intellectual than traditional ways (Play Wales, 2023), and it can be subjective and inconsistent to assess progress (Estyn, 2020). It can be resource-intensive to maintain high-quality play environments, and not all practitioners feel confident in their ability to deliver effectively (Welsh Government, 2022). Some children may find it challenging to make the switch to more formal education (Estyn, 2024), and uneven implementation in different contexts may result in uneven experiences (Welsh Government, 2020). However, over time, creativity, problem-solving techniques, and teamwork within play-based learning has contributed to future employability (Chartered College of Teaching, 2022).

Pedagogical Application
· Role of the Practitioner
In early childhood education, the practitioner's role in attentive observation and intervention is essential to promote the growth and learning. Teachers can create successful, tailored learning experiences by using skilled observation to understand each child's interests, requirements, and developmental stage (Nutbrown, 2011). Teachers can learn a great deal about children's play, language use, social connections, and problem-solving abilities by conducting ongoing, non-intrusive observation. As a result, observational data helps the practitioner decide when to gently step in to assist or extend learning without taking over or rerouting the child's initiative.

Research indicates the benefits of practitioners engaged in pedagogical exchanges that give children choice and control, offering a variety of adult-led and child-led activities, with adults participating in children's activities, providing a mixed framing approach, as opposed to practitioners still gaining a firm grasp of play and how to approach their involvement in children's play (McInnes et al., 2013).

Practitioners must strike a balance between stepping in to expand thinking and pulling back to let autonomous investigation. Good answers, like open-ended enquiries or the supply of resources, encourage independence while fostering problem-solving and extended collaborative thought (Veraksa, Sheridan and Colliver, 2021). A key component of play-based, child-led learning is this careful balancing.

· Environment as a Third Teacher:
Although both indoor and outdoor learning contexts are supported by the EYFS framework, assessment demands and budget constraints frequently cause practical implementation to lean more towards indoor play. Although the importance of outdoor learning is emphasised, the EYFS framework does not include specific instructions on how to incorporate it into daily activities or guarantee equal access in all contexts (DfE, 2021).

Benefits of Play-Based Learning
According to Welsh Government (2015), children acquire knowledge through hands-on experiences, with the important activity of "play" serving as the medium. Children practise and solidify their learning through play; they engage with concepts, experiment, take chances, solve issues, and make choices both alone and in big groups. Children can get an awareness of themselves and their surroundings through first-hand experiences. Fundamental to this process is the formation of children's sense of self-worth, self-esteem, and self-image. Through exercises like running, climbing, and object manipulation, play-based learning enhances motor skills, balance, and coordination, all of which promote physical growth (Bukvić, Ćirović and Nikolić, 2021). Additionally, this type of movement fosters brain development and learning preparedness (Gabbard, 2018).

According to Fyffe and Lewis (2024), playful environments create controllable tension and mild cognitive dissonance, helping children develop healthy coping skills for stress and conflict. Through manageable challenges in play (low-stakes dysregulation), children progressively build self-regulation abilities. This supports positive mental health outcomes and reduces symptoms of anxiety and depression. Play is thus essential for emotional development, a view first proposed by Vygotsky, who linked play to the development of self-regulation in response to environmental demands. Through open-ended, imaginative activities like role-playing, loose parts, or art, play-based learning fosters creativity by encouraging children to think creatively and solve problems (Paes, 2019).
 
According to Dinnocenzo (2024), exploration is one of the essential elements of both play and reading that promote the development of young children. As youngsters engage with their surroundings and use phonemes to construct words, they develop reading and writing skills via enjoyable play. Additionally, play promotes literacy comprehension and language use. Stegelin (2005) highlighted the importance of play for children's total development, describing it as a fulfilling activity that can be done alone or with others. It supports physical, emotional, spiritual, social, and behavioural growth.

Recommendations for Practice and Policy  
To improve their knowledge of play theory, observation, and sensitive intervention, early childhood educators' professional development should be reinforced (Frede and Hodges, 2023). To permit genuine play-based practice, policy frameworks need to strike a new balance between increased pedagogical freedom and accountability requirements (Parker et al., 2022). Through focused communication and tools, it is also critical to raise parental understanding of play as an essential learning activity (Bond, Moore and Hawkins, 2024). Lastly, all children, including those from underprivileged homes, must have fair access to inclusive, high-quality play areas (Children and Nature Network, 2024).

Conclusion 
In conclusion, play is essential to the development of young children, and the education authorities in Wales and England have implemented significant legislative initiatives to promote it. To guarantee that play in early childhood settings stays authentic and meaningful, there must be constant communication between theory, policy, and practice.


2. Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’, critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking or age and stage related development models within play-based curricula.

Role of assessment 
Assessment is the process by which practitioners see children learn in their daily work and consider their findings to plan the way forward. By guiding what is taught and how, assessment in early childhood education is crucial in promoting healthy outcomes for children. Children's success in subsequent learning and education is significantly influenced by early childhood education's use of appropriate and successful evaluation, according to research (The Education Hub, 2022). 

Early Years Assessment Strategies in England and Wales 
Formative Assessment 
Formative assessment in England and Wales has been widely recognised for its role in enhancing student learning by promoting reflection, personalised instruction, and active engagement (Black and Wiliam, 1998). It aligns well with recent curriculum reforms, as seen in the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises holistic development and progression (Welsh Government, 2020).  Birth to 5 Matters (2021) agrees that formative assessment is an essential component within the education of young children.

Summative Assessment 
In England and Wales, summative assessments, which are frequently conducted using national curriculum assessments and standardised tests, are crucial for assessing student achievement at the conclusion of a learning period. It offers a methodical and transparent approach to monitoring development and evaluating student achievement across schools and geographical areas (Department for Education, 2014). This encourages accountability and helps guide choices about resource allocation and school development. Critics counter that an over-reliance on summative evaluation can lead to curriculum narrowing, more test-focused instruction, and high-stress conditions that could be detrimental to students' wellbeing (Harlen, 2007; Ofsted, 2019). Furthermore, tracking may inadvertently label pupils or encourage low expectations, especially for poor or SEND learners, even while it might highlight underperformance (Gillborn & Youdell, 2000). The difficulty still lies in striking a balance between the requirements of a comprehensive, inclusive, and encouraging educational system and the accountability functions of summative evaluation.

When combined, formative and summative evaluations offer a thorough strategy for promoting students' success. Summative assessments offer structured data for monitoring achievement and accountability, while formative assessments provide continuous feedback that guides instruction. When properly balanced, they guarantee that every individual child gets the assistance required for consistent and significant development (Black and Wiliam, 1998; Harlen, 2007). Although these assessments are essential throughout England and Wales, there are significant policy disparities in how they are used. Wales is shifting away from high stakes testing and towards formative assessment, learner growth, and well-being, especially under the Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2020). In contrast, England continues to place more emphasis on league table results and summative evaluations, demonstrating a more data-driven approach to school accountability (Department for Education, 2014). Both systems seek to balance evaluation methods to help all students realise their full potential despite these differences.

Assessment in Practice centred around the ‘Unique Child’
Various methods of assessment are applied in practice including:
Observation 
A familiar method of formative assessment is observation and is often referred to as assessment for learning (Browne, 2016). Due to the fluid nature of teaching within the Curriculum for Wales, practitioners will observe the development of skills within teacher led focus tasks, along with independent learning through play. Findings will be considered when planning the way forward for each individual child (Welsh Government, 2017).  Birth to 5 Matters (2021) refers to the process as the observation, assessment, and planning cycle. This allows practitioners to determine how a child is growing, learning, and developing, and then plan the next steps for the adults to support and extend the learning, without having to evaluate each child's talents against predetermined criteria. On the other hand, inconsistent practice may result from the absence of nationally standardised benchmarks. According to some critics, it might be more difficult to detect additional learning needs or guarantee coherence across contexts in the absence of explicit progression pathways (Estyn, 2018). Furthermore, assessments may become ambiguous or lack rigour in situations when practitioners lack confidence or training. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) agree and suggest continuous investment in training and support to guarantee equity and quality.  

Baseline Assessment 
Children's beginning abilities and knowledge are measured by baseline assessments, which are carried out in the first few weeks of the school year. A summative indicator of progress that highlights the growth made over the year is provided by comparing these baselines to end-of-year results. This approach, which is popular in both Wales and England, helps teachers assess the success of their lesson plans and pinpoint areas that require more assistance (Department for Education, 2021; Welsh Government, 2020). 

In Wales, The Foundation Learning Profile assists practitioners in offering a developmentally appropriate, holistic curriculum for every child through observations and formative evaluations (Welsh Government, 2017). This method aids practitioners in comprehending children's developmental stages, learning preferences, and interests by supporting the Foundation Learning phase pedagogy. Welsh Government collates results obtained from country wide use of this profile. 

[bookmark: _Hlk200284732]In England, a play-based, statutory evaluation known as the Reception Baseline evaluation [hereafter RBE] is undertaken during the first six weeks in a Reception Class. It is intended to assess early reading, communication, and maths abilities, giving teachers a starting point for monitoring students' development until the conclusion of Key Stage 2 (Standards and Testing Agency, 2023). At the conclusion of the reception year, a statutory assessment is conducted against the Early Learning Goals [hereafter ELGs]. Development Matters is structured around age-band expectations (e.g., Birth–3, 3–4 years, Reception), which implicitly place children inside a linear model of growth, even if it is meant to be flexible and allow for practitioner judgement (Department for Education, 2023).

When it comes to the Unique Child, this strategy may be troublesome. In practice, there is pressure to show children's attainment in accordance with norm-referenced outcomes, even though the intention is to support personalised observation (Bradbury, 2019). This may result in tick-box methods that fail to adequately take into consideration the uneven, non-linear character of development (Wood, 2020). Additionally, even though the ELGs offer a standardised endpoint, they frequently encourage a limited academic focus, especially on literacy and numeracy, which may marginalise more expansive areas of development such as creative play, emotional control, or physical exploration through play in which certain children may excel. Conversely, play-based learning focusses on learning via play, which organically incorporates those more general domains of development (Wood, 2014). Indeed, the RBE has drawn criticism for its reliability and the propriety of assessing young children at such an early stage of their educational journey, despite its intention to promote school accountability (National Education Union, 2023).

Electronic Tracking Programmes
Schools in Wales use an app called ‘Traciwr’ to track children’s progress (Traciwr, 2023). Its role is to support schools with the difficulty of tracking and observing students' development in line with curriculum for Wales in identifying pupils who are ‘on track’ and those who are falling behind. Schools in England use a similar method, called Tapestry (The Foundation Stage Forum Ltd, 2025). The integration of planning, progress tracking, and formative assessment by Tapestry promotes whole-school strategies and strengthens ties with families.

Both curriculums employ models that outline common developmental stages which serve as foundations for tracking programmes. However, these models run the risk of pathologising differences or failing to take sociocultural differences in development into account (Rogoff, 2003; Woodhead, 2006). While age-stage models can be helpful in seeing broad trends, they can also become constrictive if used in isolation. 

Danniels, Pyle and DeLuca (2020) investigate the use of technology in play-based infant classes to enhance evaluation procedures. Their study shows how digital technologies might improve observational assessment by making it possible to document children's learning during play in a more quick, thorough, and multifaceted manner. The study finds a consistent alignment with academic-focused measures, indicating persisting difficulty in capturing social and emotional learning, even when the use of technology makes evaluations more visible and accessible. Although the authors offer creative approaches, they also warn that in the absence of professional training and careful use, technology runs the risk of promoting limited assessment agendas rather than expanding our understanding of holistic child development.

In play-based infant classes, Pyle and DeLuca (2016) critically point out the conflict between instructors' pedagogical views and real evaluation procedures. Teachers appreciate play because it promotes social, emotional, and creative growth, but curricular requirements that place a higher priority on academic skills such as reading and numeracy severely limit their evaluation methods. Their study successfully highlights this discrepancy as well as inadequate evaluation instruments to fully capture the range of learning opportunities provided by play. A drawback of the study is that it does not offer specific remedies or substitute evaluation techniques, which leaves practitioners without direction on how to close this gap. While providing a valuable diagnostic contribution, the study also emphasises the need for more research into creating useful, comprehensive assessment frameworks.
 
DeLuca et al. (2020) contend that in order to capture a wider range of children's abilities, including social and emotional development, evaluation should be integrated into play-based learning. According to their research, this method improves assessment's authenticity while also highlighting how many teachers feel unprepared to use it successfully since they have received little training and assistance. Although the study provides a useful framework, it also identifies structural obstacles that might limit its real-world use.

Conclusion
In the end, assessment techniques need to be critically examined for their capacity to gauge progress as well as for their recognition, appreciation, and response to each child's individual journey. This necessitates a shift from standardised benchmarking to narrative-based, responsive observation that is rooted in relationships and reflective practice (Carr, 2001; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013).


3. Blog suitable for a professional publication linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum change 
By Amie Handley
Date: 08 June 2024
Although change is nothing new to the early years sector, recent changes to the curricula in Wales and England have highlighted the value of play-based teaching once again. Practitioners are being urged to reconsider not only what children learn but also how they learn best, as evidenced by the updated Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2021) and Wales's Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022).

The understanding that play is essential to children's development and well-being and not only a recreational activity is at the core of this change (Wood, 2020). Implementing or expanding a play-based curriculum is not an easy undertaking, though. It necessitates reevaluating assessment procedures, adult responsibilities, pedagogy, and learning environment design. To successfully and impactfully integrate a play-based curriculum, this blog examines five important professional factors.

The idea that play doesn’t have any academic value is a common obstacle to adopting a play-based curriculum. Nonetheless, play is a means of promoting cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development, according to decades of research (Broadhead, 2010; Whitebread et al., 2012). Effective play-based practice is intentional, responsive, and profoundly educational; it is not carefree.

Practitioners are encouraged to support learning via play by using their professional judgement, according to England's Development Matters (Department for Education, 2021). In the meanwhile, play is positioned at the centre of holistic development in the Welsh curriculum, which frames it as an entitlement (Welsh Government, 2022). According to both paradigms, practitioners must have a common grasp of the reasons for and ways in which play promotes development.
The conceptual underpinnings of play in your setting can be strengthened by interacting with theoretical frameworks like Froebel's principle of unity or Vygotsky's social constructivism (Bruce, 2011).

A change in practitioner identity is frequently required when switching to a play-based model. Instead of imparting knowledge, the adult takes on the roles of co-researcher, observer, and learning facilitator (Wood, 2020). In accountability-driven settings where quality is frequently connected with visibility and control, this can be unsettling.

Observational pedagogy, which puts the child's interests first, is essential to practise in Wales. While allowing for greater latitude, England's framework maintains formal assessment through the Early Learning Goals (ELGs), which can help focus attention on quantifiable results (Bradbury, 2019).

A common, thoughtful understanding of practitioner duties in a play-rich setting can be fostered by regular team talks and peer observations.
Child-led play is fundamental, but practitioners also need to be intentional in their work. Freedom and structure are combined in effective play-based learning to let children explore while being gently led towards learning objectives (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).

In England, educators are urged to watch and take advantage of teachable moments in play. Instead of using conventional tracking, learning in Wales is recorded through rich narrative observations. Although it requires a high degree of professional knowledge and confidence, this flexible technique can better depict non-linear development. By making use of planning resources that combine developmental objectives with children's interests, learning notebooks or floor books, for instance, can be used to document development in a meaningful way without interfering with play.

An essential component of a play-based curriculum is the learning environment. The learning environment itself should encourage inquiry, dialogue, and creativity in accordance with Froebelian theory and the "third teacher" concept of Reggio Emilia (Bruce, 2011).
Both curriculums support inclusive, adaptable, and culturally and experientially reflective enabling settings. Creating these areas calls for more than simply things; it also calls for deliberate consideration of how children utilise the space and what types of play are encouraged.

By examine your surroundings by asking yourself, "Who is this space for?" and "What sort of education does this encourage?"  I would say myself we would examine the surroundings for the children to have space to learn while playing and to include all the children within this space, by setting up different activities in the area so the children can play and be creative, this is enabling the environment so we can observe the children learning through play. 
In an early childhood setting, it is crucial to establish an enabling space that encourages freedom, curiosity, and exploration while implementing play-based activities. Open-ended resources, easily available materials, and well-defined spaces that represent the interests and developmental stages of the children are all part of this meticulously planned environment. Instead of serving as directors, adults should facilitate activities that promote social interaction, creativity, and hands-on learning. Children feel empowered to explore, invent, and learn via meaningful, self-initiated experiences when practitioners provide a range of options and chances for child-led play (MacNaughton, Williams, and Beech, 2007).
A play-based curriculum requires organisational change, which needs to be handled carefully and clearly. Uncertainty can lead to resistance, especially when external entities demand documentation or proof of learning (Osgood, 2006). Leaders are crucial in establishing the tone and providing people with the time, resources, and support they need to adjust with confidence.

Crucially, curriculum reform must be framed not only in terms of institutional performance but also in terms of children's rights and welfare. In situations when formal instruction is expected, parents and carers may also need to be involved. By focusing conversations on children's real-life experiences. To engage stakeholders and reaffirm the approach's worth, share authentic instances of deep learning through play.
My conclusion is that in England and Wales, the shift to play-based curricula is an attempt at both theory and practice. It exhorts early childhood educators to use research, policy, and reflective practice to provide play-based environments where children can flourish. 
Although there are still difficulties, especially in balancing the demands of accountability with developmental appropriateness, practitioners are in a unique position to promote learning that is enjoyable, authentic, and grounded in the needs of the whole child. It is our duty to guarantee that play continues to be central, recognised, and treated with professional respect while curriculum changes continue to take place.
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