Play as a Pedagogical Powerhouse: What Wales Can Learn from Finland’s Early Years Approach
Across the world, early childhood education is undergoing a quiet revolution. Nations are re‑examining what young children truly need to thrive—not just academically, but emotionally, socially, and creatively. Wales has already taken bold steps through the Curriculum for Wales, and its emphasis on child‑centred, experiential learning. Yet one country continues to stand out as a global benchmark for play‑based pedagogy: Finland.
While both nations value play, Finland’s approach is woven so deeply into its educational DNA that it shapes everything from teacher training to daily routines. Exploring the similarities and differences reveals powerful insights—and opportunities—for Wales as it continues to refine its early years vision.
Play in Wales: A Strong Foundation with Systemic Challenges
Wales has long recognised play as a right and a developmental necessity. The Curriculum for Wales and the Foundation Phase before it both champion active, experiential learning. Outdoor play, child‑initiated exploration, and holistic development are central pillars.
However, Welsh practitioners often face:
· High accountability pressures, including documentation demands
· Large class sizes and limited adult‑child ratios
· Variability in training, especially between settings
· Tension between play‑based pedagogy and school-readiness expectations
The intention is strong, but the system around practitioners can make it difficult to fully realise a play‑rich environment.
Finland: Where Play Is the Pedagogy, Not an Add‑On
Finland’s early years philosophy is built on a simple but radical belief:
Children learn best when they feel safe, happy, and free to explore.
Key features include:
Highly trained early years teachers
All early childhood teachers hold degree‑level qualifications with a deep grounding in child development, play theory, and observation.
Play is the primary mode of learning.
Play isn’t a strategy—it is the curriculum. Structured lessons are rare before age seven.
Minimal assessment and documentation
Teachers observe children to understand them, not to generate data.
Strong emphasis on wellbeing
A calm, unhurried atmosphere is considered essential for learning.
Outdoor play every day
Regardless of the weather, children spend significant time outdoors, building resilience, curiosity, and physical confidence.
Comparing the Two Approaches
	Aspect
	Wales
	Finland

	Status of play
	Valued but often competing with school-readiness pressures
	Central, unquestioned foundation of learning

	Teacher training
	Mixed qualifications across settings
	Degree‑level, research‑informed training

	Assessment
	Increasingly formative, but still documentation-heavy
	Light-touch, observation-led

	Outdoor play
	Encouraged but inconsistent
	Daily, embedded, weather‑proof

	Systemic pressures
	Accountability, inspections, data
	High trust, low stakes


Both nations share a commitment to children’s rights and holistic development. The difference lies in how deeply the system supports practitioners to enact those values.

What Wales Can Learn from Finland
1. Trust practitioners as professionals
Finland’s system is built on trust, not surveillance. Reducing unnecessary paperwork would free Welsh practitioners to focus on relationships and play.
2. Invest in high-quality early years training
Finland’s degree‑level training ensures a shared professional language and deep pedagogical confidence. Wales could strengthen consistency by expanding access to advanced early years qualifications.
3. Protect play from schoolification
Finland delays formal instruction until age seven without compromising long‑term outcomes. Wales could continue resisting pressures to push literacy and numeracy too early.
4. Embed outdoor play as a non‑negotiable
Finland’s “no bad weather” philosophy cultivates resilience and joy. Wales—blessed with wild landscapes—could adopt a similar cultural norm.
5. Prioritise wellbeing as the foundation of learning
Finland’s calm, unhurried ethos supports emotional security. Wales is moving in this direction, but systemic pressures can undermine it.
A Shared Vision for the Future
Wales is already on a promising path. Its curriculum is progressive, child‑centred, and grounded in wellbeing. But Finland shows what becomes possible when a nation fully commits to play—not just in policy documents, but in training, culture, and daily practice.
If Wales continues to invest in practitioner expertise, reduce unnecessary pressures, and protect the integrity of play, it has the potential to become a world leader in early childhood education.
And perhaps the most powerful lesson from Finland is this:
Play is not preparation for learning. Play is learning.

