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COMPONENT 1: PLAN AND JUSTIFY
Topic:
The role of play-based learning in supporting learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in inclusive educational settings in Wales

PART 1: PLAN
Play-based learning is a central pedagogical approach within early years and primary education in Wales, particularly following the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales. Learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) often experience barriers to engagement, communication and participation within formal, teacher-directed instruction. Although play-based learning is frequently promoted as a means of addressing these challenges, research suggests that its effectiveness depends on how play is conceptualised and intentionally facilitated rather than play being inherently inclusive (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). This highlights the need for a systematic and critical review of play-based learning within inclusive educational practice.
The aim of this literature review is to explore how play-based learning supports the learning, engagement and inclusion of learners with ALN in Welsh educational settings. The review will examine how play-based learning is conceptualised within educational literature, how it supports learners with ALN, and how it aligns with inclusive pedagogy and policy in Wales. The review is guided by the following research questions: How is play-based learning conceptualised within educational research? What role does play-based learning play in supporting learners with ALN? How does play-based learning promote inclusive practice within Welsh classrooms? What gaps exist in current research relating to play-based learning and ALN in Wales?
The scope of the literature review will include seminal theoretical perspectives on play, contemporary peer-reviewed research on play-based pedagogy, literature focusing on ALN and inclusive education, and relevant Welsh policy documentation. The review will focus on early years and primary education, where play-based approaches are most commonly implemented. Literature will be selected using explicit inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed journal articles or academic books; direct relevance to play-based learning, ALN or inclusive education; focus on educational contexts; and publications from 2010 onwards, with priority given to recent research published between 2024 and 2025. Exclusion criteria will include non-peer-reviewed sources, research grounded solely in medical or deficit-based models of disability, studies unrelated to education, research focusing exclusively on secondary or higher education, and sources lacking methodological transparency.
To ensure academic rigour, sources will be critically appraised using an edited CRAAP framework, considering currency, relevance, authority, accuracy and purpose. Forward citation searching (“cited by”) will be used to identify recent studies building on key theoretical and empirical work. The literature review will follow a structured three-step process: analysing individual sources to identify key arguments and limitations; synthesising findings into thematic categories rather than descriptive summaries; and evaluating the literature to identify strengths, weaknesses and gaps.
Preliminary reading has identified several interrelated themes that will structure the review. These include competing definitions of play-based learning and the practitioner’s role in shaping learning through play (Pyle and Danniels, 2017; Roussou and Papadopoulou, 2025), the use of structured and supported play to promote learning for children with additional needs (Barton and Wolery, 2010), and the contribution of play to social, emotional and communicative development (Gibson, Cornell and Gill, 2017; Mwinsa, 2025). Further themes include inclusive pedagogy and differentiation (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011) and learner engagement and motivation through play (Howard and McInnes, 2013; Gray and Crittenden, 2024).
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PART 2: JUSTIFY
The focus of this literature review is justified by national policy priorities in Wales. Inclusive education is a statutory requirement under the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, which promotes a rights-based approach to meeting learners’ needs. The Curriculum for Wales further emphasises learner-centred pedagogy, wellbeing and progression at an individual pace (Welsh Government, 2022). While these frameworks strongly endorse inclusive practice, they provide limited guidance on how play-based learning should be adapted to support diverse ALN profiles, reinforcing the relevance of this review.
The review is underpinned by socio-cultural theory, particularly Vygotsky’s view of learning as a socially mediated process. Vygotsky (1978) argues that play enables children to operate within their Zone of Proximal Development through interaction and scaffolding. This theoretical perspective supports the use of play-based learning for learners with ALN, who may benefit from flexible yet structured learning experiences. However, researchers caution that play-based approaches can lack academic rigour if learning intentions are unclear, highlighting the importance of intentional adult involvement rather than unstructured play.
Peer-reviewed research further strengthens the rationale for this review. While Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the developmental potential of play, Barton and Wolery (2010) and Pyle and Danniels (2017) demonstrate that this potential is realised only when play is purposefully supported by practitioners. Gibson, Cornell and Gill (2017) provide robust evidence that play supports social and emotional development; however, their findings focus largely on general developmental outcomes rather than inclusive classroom practice. Recent studies further highlight how educators adapt play-based approaches to support inclusion and engagement for learners with additional needs (Roussou and Papadopoulou, 2025; Mwinsa, 2025). Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) contribute a conceptual framework for inclusive pedagogy, positioning play-based learning as an inclusive strategy when designed to support all learners. Howard and McInnes (2013) and Gray and Crittenden (2024) further justify the focus on play by demonstrating its impact on learner motivation and participation.
Despite this growing body of literature, there remains a clear gap in practitioner-focused research examining how play-based learning is adapted to support learners with ALN within Welsh mainstream classrooms under the Curriculum for Wales. Much of the existing research is international, intervention-based or theoretical, offering limited insight into everyday inclusive practice. Estyn (2020) highlights variability in inclusive provision across settings, reinforcing the need for research that bridges policy, theory and classroom practice. This review therefore aims to synthesise existing research and identify implications for inclusive pedagogy in Wales.
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