Section 1 - Critically analyse the challenges of implementing play-based curricula
Education is the acquisition of knowledge, skills, beliefs, and attitudes that allow people to grow intellectually, socially, and emotionally (Verma et al,2023).  A curriculum is a systematic plan or framework that specifies what pupils should learn, the way they will learn it, and how it will be assessed (El-Astal, 2023). According to the Department of Education (2016), education and curriculum are important because they guide children's learning, ensure that they acquire necessary skills, and help prepare them for life, society, and career opportunities.
A play-based curriculum is an educational strategy in which play is the major means of learning. Children learn through hands-on, meaningful, and enjoyable activities that promote cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development, rather than solely through formal lessons (Welsh Government, 2023 and UNICEF, 2018). According to Grindheim, (2021) this method of learning recognises that young children learn best when they are actively engaged, exploring, and experimenting, resulting in effective and enjoyable learning experiences.
Play-based learning is increasingly recognised as a powerful and developmentally appropriate pedagogical approach, particularly in early childhood education. In Wales, this method is embedded in the Curriculum for Wales, reflecting a commitment to child-centred, holistic education. Yet, despite its strong theoretical foundations and progressive policy ambitions, the implementation of play-based curricula in Wales faces numerous challenges. By examining relevant educational theories and comparing Wales’s approach with the Reggio Emilia philosophy, this essay critically analyses these challenges and explores why and how the Reggio Emilia approach couldn’t take full effect in Wales 
Theoretical Foundations of Play-Based Learning
Several theorists have influenced the rise of play-based education. For example, Jean Piaget stated in Waite-Stupiansky (2022) highlighted the developmental stages of cognition, arguing that play is essential for children to assimilate and accommodate new experiences. He saw play as a means of internalising and testing cognitive constructs. Vygotsky argued in Smolucha (2022) that play is central to development. Through imaginative play, children stretch beyond their current developmental level and operate in their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). According to Vygotsky, Play enables children to practice roles and social rules, language development to be fostered in social play and adults and peers scaffold play to support learning. (Betrover et al, 2013).
These theories have directly informed Wales’s Curriculum for Wales which aims to foster “ambitious, capable learners” through environments that promote exploration, creativity, and purposeful learning often through play. (Welsh Government, 2022).
The Curriculum for Wales and Its Emphasis on Play
The Curriculum for Wales, which came into effect in 2022, has four core purposes and emphasises a comprehensive, developmentally appropriate approach. Play, particularly in the early years (3-7), is viewed as essential to the learning process. Key policies highlight plays as a style of learning that fosters physical, emotional, cognitive, and social development; child-led inquiry and co-construction of knowledge. Using supportive circumstances and effective adult involvement as instructional strategies. Instead of conventional age-related material Wales considers a holistic development pathway.
Challenges of Implementing Play-Based Curricula in Wales
Accountability, Assessment, and Progression
The necessity to demonstrate progress, particularly in fundamental areas such as literacy and numeracy, puts educators under pressure to prioritise quantitative results (Moss, 2013). This can create a contradiction between encouraging open-ended play and meeting statutory restrictions. According to Welsh Government (2024) and Bradbury (2019), though the Curriculum for Wales promotes formative evaluation and developmental pathways, many educators are pushed to return to more didactic approaches due to the inspection framework and parental expectations.
Teacher Training and Professional Development
According to Cliffe et al (2023) many practitioners were trained using traditional, instructional techniques, and they may lack the confidence or knowledge to enable high-quality play-based learning. Lovell (2025) stated effective play-based education requires detailed observation, responsive planning, and a willingness to hand over control abilities, which must be cultivated and reinforced via professional learning. Furthermore, Pyle (2017) and Wood (2014) argue that present training programs may not effectively prepare teachers to reconcile child-led exploration with curriculum demands. Without continual professional development, implementation may become inadequate or inconsistent.
Resource and Environmental Constraints
Well-designed spaces full of resources that encourage creativity and inquiry are essential for play-based learning. However, not every Welsh school has the financial resources, materials, or physical space needed to establish such settings. A defining feature of the Foundation Phase and, more recently, the Curriculum for Wales, outdoor learning is also constrained by environmental and logistical issues, particularly in urban or underdeveloped regions. Inequality of resources leads to uneven delivery throughout the nation (Sibieta, 2020 and Maynard, and Waters, 2007).
Reggio Emilia: A Comparative Framework
The Reggio Emilia approach, developed in post-war Italy by Loris Malaguzzi and local educators, is widely regarded as one of the most sophisticated examples of play-based learning (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012). It shares several theoretical foundations with the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), drawing on the constructivist principles of Piaget, Vygotsky and Dewey (Dewey, 1938; Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978). Both approaches emphasise the co-construction of knowledge, viewing children as competent and capable learners (Rinaldi, 2006). Learning projects are often based on children’s interests and extended over time, allowing deep engagement and sustained inquiry. In the Reggio tradition, the environment is considered the ‘third teacher’, intentionally designed to provoke curiosity, creativity and collaboration (Strong-Wilson and Ellis, 2007). Documentation also plays a crucial pedagogical role, enabling reflection and dialogue among teachers, children and families. Furthermore, strong community and parental involvement underpin the Reggio philosophy, reinforcing the idea that education is a shared, collective endeavour (Gandini, 2011).
The Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach share many philosophical similarities. Both value child agency, experiential learning and the co-construction of knowledge (Welsh Government, 2022). Adults are viewed as facilitators rather than instructors, guiding learning through meaningful interaction rather than direct teaching (Wood, 2014). Assessment in both models is conceptualised as an ongoing, formative process that supports development rather than serving as a summative judgement of achievement (Bradbury, 2019). These shared principles highlight the philosophical alignment between the two approaches and the potential for mutual inspiration.
Despite these commonalities, several important differences explain why Wales has not adopted the Reggio Emilia model in its entirety. The first lies in curriculum structure. While the Curriculum for Wales offers significant autonomy to schools, it still operates within a national framework that includes progression steps and accountability measures (Welsh Government, 2022). In contrast, Reggio Emilia operates with almost complete curriculum emergence, where content and direction are shaped primarily by children’s interests (Rinaldi, 2006). Context and scale also play a major role. The Reggio system functions within a specific cultural and municipal context characterised by strong community investment and local governance (Cagliari, Barozzi and Giudici, 2016). By comparison, the Welsh education system must function nationally, across diverse urban and rural contexts, within broader UK policy constraints (Estyn, 2018).
Teacher autonomy and workload further distinguish the two systems. Reggio educators are allocated time for collaboration, reflection and documentation core practices that are not always feasible within the demanding timetables of Welsh schools (Moss, 2013). Additionally, Reggio Emilia’s educational environment is not subject to the same performance metrics, inspections and accountability frameworks that define the Welsh context (Bradbury, 2019). Professional development also differs in depth and nature. In Reggio settings, teachers engage in continuous, deeply reflective professional learning that supports their evolving pedagogical practice (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012). While Wales actively promotes professional learning, its systems have not yet fully realised the depth of reflection and research required to implement Reggio-style practice comprehensively (Donaldson, 2015; Hedges, 2022).
The Reggio Emilia approach, though inspirational, is not directly transferable to the Welsh context. Its success depends on intensive investment, community commitment and cultural continuity factors that are challenging to replicate at a national scale (Cagliari, Barozzi and Giudici, 2016). Wales also operates within a policy framework that includes statutory assessment and accountability, which contrasts with Reggio’s resistance to standardisation (Welsh Government, 2022). Moreover, Wales has its own linguistic, cultural and educational priorities, such as the promotion of the Welsh language, requiring locally adapted approaches (Welsh Government, 2021). Structural constraints, including differences in teacher education, inspection frameworks and available resources, further limit the feasibility of full adoption. Consequently, Wales draws inspiration from Reggio Emilia’s principles particularly its emphasis on child agency, creativity and holistic development while integrating these ideas into a more structured and nationally coherent framework (Wood, 2020).
Moving forward, several opportunities could strengthen the implementation of play-based curricula in Wales. A clear and shared definition of play should be established among educators, parents and policymakers to ensure consistent understanding and practice (Hedges, 2022). Assessment systems should be better aligned with pedagogical intent, focusing on learning processes and creative inquiry rather than narrow outcomes (Bradbury, 2019). Sustained, high-quality professional learning is essential to equip educators with the skills of observation, scaffolding and responsive planning (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). Addressing resource inequalities across settings would help ensure equitable access to high-quality environments and materials (Estyn, 2018). Greater policy coherence between maintained and non-maintained early years settings could also enhance continuity for children (Donaldson, 2015). Engaging families and communities in understanding the value of play-based learning would align societal expectations with educational goals (Gandini, 2011). Finally, piloting and evaluating Reggio-inspired models in selected Welsh settings could provide valuable insights and pave the way for scaling effective practices across the nation.

Section 2

The idea of the "Unique Child" is very important in modern early childhood education. According to Dalton (2018) the concept of the unique child stresses that each child is different, with their own skills, interests, and ways of developing.
This perspective is particularly relevant in play-based curricula, where learning is child-centred and dynamic. Assessment, in this context, serves not only to measure progress but also to understand and support each child's unique learning journey. In early childhood education, assessment encompasses various methods used to observe, document, and evaluate children's development and learning. These methods aim to inform teaching practices, identify areas of need, and celebrate achievements (Shipman, 2020 and Department for education,2025).
 Considering the 'Unique Child' in assessment ensures that these processes are inclusive, personalized, and responsive to individual differences, including Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and neurodiversity. This essay critically examines assessment methods within play-based curricula, focusing on their alignment with the 'Unique Child' concept. By exploring theoretical frameworks and analysing specific assessment tools, it evaluates how well these methods support individualized learning and development.
The Concept of the 'Unique Child'
The unique child concept is embedded in frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales (2022) which emphasizes that every child is an individual with their own learning journey. This approach recognizes the diversity of children's experiences and the importance of tailoring educational practices to meet their unique needs. Supporting theories provide further insight into why this approach is essential.
Piaget’s cognitive development theory (1952, cited in, Pakpahan , 2022) proposed that children progress through distinct stages of cognitive development, each characterized by different ways of thinking and understanding the world. This theory underscores the importance of recognizing individual developmental stages when assessing children's learning.
Similarly, Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasises the importance of social interactions and the cultural setting in children's learning and development. Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory proposes that children can acquire higher levels of comprehension when given sufficient scaffolding and support from adults or peers (Smidt, 2013). This perspective emphasises the need of dynamic, formative, and responsive assessment techniques in early childhood settings (Allal and Pilgrims, n.d). Effective assessment therefore goes beyond testing individual skills; it reveals the child's existing capabilities and potential for growth within their ZPD, which informs educators' planning and interactions (Vygotsky, 1978 and Minson et al,2016). Furthermore, sociocultural theory-based assessment promotes observation and documenting in authentic play situations, allowing practitioners to understand how learning develops from relationships and shared meaning-making (Wood, 2014). In this approach, assessment becomes more than just a tool for recording progress; it is also a method for understanding and supporting each individual child's continuous growth.
Assessment Methods in Play-Based Curricula
One widely used assessment method in play-based settings is learning journals and observational records. These involve educators observing children during play, documenting their actions, interactions, and reflections, and compiling this information into a personalized record for each child (Peterson and Elam, 2020). Learning journals capture a holistic view of development, including cognitive, social, emotional, and physical aspects, providing a comprehensive picture of a child’s growth (Ameyaw,2018) They focus on the child’s interests and experiences, aligning with the 'Unique Child' concept by recognizing individual learning paths. Additionally, according to the Welsh government (2024) many learning journals involve contributions from parents and caregivers, fostering a collaborative approach to assessment. Despite these strengths, learning journals have limitations. Observations can be influenced by the educator's perceptions and biases, potentially affecting the accuracy of assessments (Al-hawdawi, 2025). Maintaining detailed journals requires significant time and effort from educators, which can be challenging in busy settings. Variations in observation practices among educators may also lead to inconsistencies in assessment according to Pyle (2020) making it difficult to ensure that all children are evaluated fairly.
Another influential approach within play-based curricula is the Reggio Emilia approach, cited in Arseven (2014) which originated in northern Italy and emphasizes child-centred, project-based learning. In this approach, children are seen as active participants in their learning, and their interests guide the curriculum (Edwards and Gandini, 2018). Assessment in Reggio Emilia according to Birinci (2017) is largely formative and observational, focusing on the process of learning rather than solely the outcomes. Educators document children’s explorations through photographs, notes, and portfolios, reflecting on their thinking and problem-solving strategies (Becker,2023). The approach encourages collaboration between educators, children, and families, fostering a rich understanding of each child’s abilities and unique learning trajectory. This method aligns closely with the 'Unique Child' concept because it values children’s ideas, creativity, and agency, recognizing that learning is individual and multifaceted (Hewitt, 2001 and Hong, 2017). However, implementing Reggio Emilia can be challenging in terms of time, resources, and training, and it may not provide standardized benchmarks, which can complicate comparisons across children or settings (Wilson college,2024).
Using milestone tracking and developmental checklists is another popular technique. These organised resources list anticipated turning points in a few developmental areas, including social-emotional, motor, and linguistic development. These checklists are used by teachers to determine if students are reaching developmental milestones that correspond to their age (Department for Education,2025). Developmental checklists have several benefits. They offer a uniform framework for evaluating developmental progress, making it easier to compare children and environments (American Academy of Paediatrics, 2022) To enable prompt interventions, they can also assist in identifying children who might be at risk of developmental delays (Department for education,2012).
Additionally, checklists may be finished rather quickly, which enables teachers to evaluate several students at once. Nevertheless, this approach has limitations. Individual variances and cultural differences in development may be overlooked if standardised milestones are overemphasised (Rare support, 2018). Children may be prematurely diagnosed with delays if they fail to meet certain milestones, stated by department for education (2012) which can have a negative impact on their educational experiences. Furthermore, checklists frequently highlight qualities rather than capturing a range of a child's abilities, creativity, or problem-solving ability.
Critical Analysis: Supporting the 'Unique Child'
When evaluating these assessment methods through the lens of the 'Unique Child' concept, several considerations emerge. Learning journals are particularly adaptable to diverse learning styles and needs, including those of children with ALN and neurodiverse profiles. They allow for personalized observations that reflect each child's unique ways of learning and interacting with the world. Both methods must be applied with cultural awareness, as developmental milestones can vary across cultures, and assessments should consider these differences to avoid misinterpretation of a child's abilities. Flexibility is crucial in play-based curricula, which thrive on allowing children to explore and learn at their own pace. Assessment methods should align with this flexibility, providing insights that inform, rather than restrict, learning opportunities. Professional judgment is another critical factor. Educators' expertise is essential in interpreting assessment data, understanding the context of each child's development, and making informed decisions that support individualized learning. Finally, collaboration with families and other professionals ensures a holistic understanding of the child and supports the development of tailored learning strategies. Both learning journals and developmental checklists can contribute to this approach if used thoughtfully and in combination.
In conclusion, assessment methods within play-based curricula play a vital role in supporting the 'Unique Child' concept. Learning journals offer a personalized, holistic approach that aligns well with the principles of individualized education, capturing the full breadth of a child’s learning experiences. Developmental checklists provide a standardized framework that can be useful for identifying areas of concern, but they should be applied cautiously to avoid oversimplifying or misrepresenting a child’s abilities. To effectively support the 'Unique Child,' assessment methods must be inclusive, culturally sensitive, flexible, and grounded in professional judgment. Integrating these principles ensures that assessments serve as tools for understanding and nurturing each child’s unique learning journey, rather than as rigid measures of conformity to predefined norms. Ultimately, play-based curricula benefit from a balanced approach that combines flexible observation with structured developmental guidance, fostering an environment where every child can thrive according to their individual strengths, interests, and needs.
Section 3
The Power of Play: Why Early Childhood Learning Should Start with Fun
Have you ever watched a child completely absorbed in building a tower with blocks or pretending to be a parent whilst in a pretend kitchen? What might look like “just playing” is, in fact, a cornerstone of early learning. Play isn’t just fun; it’s a vital part of how young children develop academically, socially, and emotionally.
In recent years, many schools and nurseries have embraced play-based curricula, recognizing that children learn best when they are engaged, curious, and motivated (Welsh Government, no date and Whitebread et al, 2012) But what does this mean for your child, and why is a wide variety of play so important? Let’s explore.
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Understanding Play-Based Learning
A play-based curriculum is an educational approach where learning is driven by children’s natural curiosity and imagination (Taylor, 2019 and Wainright, 2016). Rather than sitting at desks completing worksheets, children explore, experiment, and solve problems through hands-on activities.
The key principle is simple children learn by doing, Children grow and evolve with the world through action (John Dewey, 1887, cited in, Great Pedological Thinkers, n, d). When children play, they are developing essential skills that are hard to teach through traditional methods (Hirsh-Pasek et al, 2020)
 These skills include:
· Cognitive skills: problem-solving, memory, and critical thinking
· Language skills: communication, storytelling, and vocabulary
· Social skills: sharing, cooperation, empathy
· Physical skills: fine and gross motor development
Research by Bruce (2018) and Anderson-McNamee (2010) consistently shows that children who engage in rich, playful learning environments are better prepared for school and lifelong learning.
Here is a link to a video by Harvard University (2025) explaining the importance of play in early years settings and how it can help young children develop, explore the environment around them and make stronger relationships with caregivers/ peers around them. https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/videos/play-in-early-childhood-the-role-of-play-in-any-setting/ 

Why a Range of Play Matters
According to the Welsh government (2023) and Ouvry (2020) Not all play is the same, different types of play offer unique benefits, and a well-rounded curriculum includes a variety of experiences. Here’s a guide for parents:
1. Physical Play
Also called active or gross motor play, this includes running, climbing, jumping, or dancing. It builds strength, coordination, and spatial awareness. 
Example: Outdoor obstacle courses or playing tag in the playground (Johnson et al, 2019)
2. Constructive Play
Children use materials to create or build something, developing problem-solving skills and spatial reasoning.
Example: Building towers with blocks, creating artwork with recycled materials (Versaska et al, 2022)
3. Pretend or Imaginative Play
This type of play allows children to explore different roles, situations, and emotions. It encourages creativity and social understanding.
Example: Playing “shop” or “doctor,” dressing up as superheroes, or making up stories (Department for Education, 2025)
4. Social Play
Learning to interact, negotiate, and cooperate with others is crucial. Social play teaches empathy, turn-taking, and conflict resolution.
Example: Board games, group storytelling, or team-based games (Holmes et al, 2015)
5. Exploratory Play
This involves investigation and experimentation, stimulating curiosity and scientific thinking.
Example: Mixing water and sand, observing insects, or experimenting with magnets (Pelz and Kidd, 2022) 
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How Schools Integrate Play into the Curriculum
As parents you may worry that a play-based approach might mean less “academic” than reading and writing. However, stated by zosh et al (2017) and Parker et al (2022) play can be highly educational when guided thoughtfully, as it helps improve children’s imagination, and gives them a chance to learn in an explorative and experimental way. 
Here’s how schools may implement it:
· Themed learning zones: Classrooms often have areas dedicated to different types of play for example, kitchen corners, reading areas, crafts table, and outdoor spaces.
· Teacher facilitation: Educators observe children’s play, ask guiding questions, and introduce new vocabulary or concepts naturally within the play.
· Flexible scheduling: A mix of structured and free-play sessions ensures children explore independently while also engaging in guided learning.
· Integration of subjects: Mathematics, science, language, and social studies can all be explored through play activities.
(Welsh Government, n.d and Welsh Government, 2023).
Play offers numerous possibilities for children to build early mathematics and scientific thinking through exploration and problem solving. Children learn to count, measure, compare, and recognise patterns intuitively while playing (Parker et al,2022).
The Curriculum for Wales (2021) highlights that young learners should "develop curiosity about the natural world" and "a sense of number, shape, and measure through practical and play-based experiences" (Welsh Government, 2021 and Welsh Government,2022). As a result, play-based learning promotes the authentic and meaningful integration of numeracy and scientific inquiry.
Tips for Parents: Supporting Play at Home
Parents play a crucial role in reinforcing the benefits of play at home. Here are some practical ways to support your child:
· Provide a variety of resources, including building blocks, dress-up outfits, art and crafts and natural materials such as sand or water.
· Promote innovative scenarios - Ask open-ended questions, such as "What happens next in your story?".
· Allow the child to take the initiative - Follow their interests rather than directing the whole thing.
· Encourage children to take risks, such as climbing higher or exploring new textures, to boost their confidence.
· Observe and reflect on your child's play preferences and skill development.
(LaForett and Mendez, 2020, Lin and Li, 2020 and UNICEF, n.d)
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Why Play Matters for Lifelong Success
A play-based curriculum is consistent with the Curriculum for Wales principles, which acknowledge play as a natural mode of learning that promotes children's overall development and well-being (Welsh Government, 2022 and Welsh Government,2023). Finally, play-based learning fosters curiosity, confidence, and the abilities required for children to thrive now and in the future.

Children who engage in play:
· Are better communicators and collaborators
· Have stronger emotional intelligence
· Demonstrate creativity and adaptability
· Show improved academic outcomes in literacy and numeracy
According to Hännikainen (2013), Sandburg and Doyle (2020) and Playmatters (2023).
Finally, a play-based curriculum honours children's innate learning style and promotes their success now and in the future (Wood, 2020).

Final Thoughts: Play Is Serious Learning
To conclude, the next time you see your child engaged in play, realise that they are building more than towers and stories. They are learning how to think critically, solve issues, work together, and navigate the world. According to research, play promotes the development of cognitive, social, and emotional abilities that are required for lifetime learning (Whitebread et al., 2017 and Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2020). Schools that use a play-based curriculum do not replace learning with fun; rather, they enhance it by aligning with how children naturally explore, question, and make sense of their experiences (Welsh Government, 2023 and Wood, 2020). As a parent, you can help your child succeed on this journey by allowing for a variety of play experiences at home, participating in their explorations, and recognising play as an important aspect of learning and growth.
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