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In both Wales and England, play is recognised as a vital part of early childhood education, but the way it’s approached and embedded into the curriculum differs significantly. In Wales, the Foundation Phase – now part of the Curriculum for Wales – places play at the heart of learning, with a strong emphasis on child-led, experiential activities that support emotional, physical, and social development alongside academic learning (Welsh Government, 2022). It encourages children to explore, create, and discover in rich indoor and outdoor environments, with practitioners acting more as facilitators than instructors. This approach allows for deep engagement and supports well-being, confidence, and independence, but some critics argue that the flexibility can lead to inconsistencies in quality, and that children from disadvantaged backgrounds might benefit from more structure (Estyn, 2018). In contrast, England’s Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) also values play but combines it more overtly with structured teaching and clear learning goals, especially in areas like phonics, literacy, and maths (DfE, 2023). The EYFS framework is more assessment-driven, with national benchmarks like the Reception Baseline and Early Learning Goals, which help track progress but can lead to pressure on both children and educators to meet academic targets early on (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). While the EYFS provides a clearer roadmap for school readiness, some argue it risks narrowing the curriculum and reducing time for open-ended play. Ultimately, both curricula aim to support children’s development, but Wales leans more towards nurturing the whole child through play, while England focuses more on preparing children for the next stage of formal education. The most effective approach might lie in a balance—valuing child-led play while also recognising the role of focused, purposeful learning. When comparing the play-based approaches of Wales and England, it’s clear that both recognise the value of play in early childhood, but they implement it in notably different ways. In Wales, the Foundation Phase, now part of the Curriculum for Wales, is deeply rooted in child-led, experiential play, allowing children to learn through doing, exploring, and interacting with the world around them (Welsh Government, 2022). It promotes holistic development—emotionally, socially, physically, and cognitively—and gives practitioners the freedom to tailor learning to the child’s interests and pace. By contrast, England’s Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, while still acknowledging the importance of play, places a greater emphasis on structured learning and formal assessment, with clear developmental goals in areas such as phonics, literacy, and numeracy (DfE, 2023). This more outcomes-focused model is designed to ensure school readiness and track progress through tools like the Reception Baseline and Early Learning Goals, which can help identify gaps in learning but also risk creating a more pressured environment for both children and educators (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). While Wales provides a more flexible, play-rich curriculum that values emotional well-being and creativity, England tends to be more prescriptive and assessment-driven, potentially limiting time for free exploration. Critics of Wales’ model highlight the potential for inconsistent delivery and a lack of academic rigour in some settings (Estyn, 2018), while England’s approach is sometimes seen as narrowing the curriculum too early. Ultimately, both systems aim to support young children’s development, but in very different ways—Wales through a nurturing, holistic lens, and England through a structured, school-focused path.

In England, early years education can look quite different depending on the curriculum a setting follows—two of the most well-known being the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and the Montessori approach. The EYFS is the national framework that all registered early years settings must follow, and it’s designed to help children develop across a range of areas, from communication and physical development to literacy and maths. It encourages play, especially in the younger years, but there’s also a strong focus on school readiness, with formal assessments like the Reception Baseline and Early Learning Goals guiding much of the learning (DfE, 2023). For some children, this structure can be helpful, giving them clear guidance and support, but there are concerns that too much focus on outcomes can limit the space for free play and creativity, and may put unnecessary pressure on both children and practitioners (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016).

On the other hand, the Montessori curriculum takes a very different approach. Often found in private or independent nurseries, Montessori settings still follow the EYFS in the background, but their day-to-day practice is shaped by a much more child-led philosophy. Here, children are encouraged to follow their own interests, choosing activities from a carefully prepared environment full of real-life materials that promote independence and practical skills (Isaacs, 2012). Adults in Montessori settings act more like gentle guides than traditional teachers, stepping in only when needed. There are no formal tests, and children move at their own pace, which many families and educators find refreshing and empowering. However, some people worry that the lack of structure could mean certain academic skills—like early reading or maths—are introduced later than in more traditional settings. Still, both EYFS and Montessori place real value on play; the main difference is how that play is used—either alongside structured learning and assessment, or as the foundation for a more independent, exploratory path. 
In Wales, early years education can take slightly different forms depending on the approach a setting chooses to follow. The most widely used and official one is the Curriculum for Wales – Foundation Learning, which replaced the old Foundation Phase. This curriculum puts play right at the centre of learning, encouraging children to explore, imagine, and lead their own learning in meaningful ways. It focuses not just on academic skills, but also on well-being, creativity, and helping children make sense of the world around them (Welsh Government, 2022). Practitioners are seen as guides who create rich, playful environments and follow the child’s interests to deepen learning. Many educators value the flexibility it offers and how it supports the whole child, but some feel that clearer guidance could help ensure consistency across settings and make sure every child gets the same high-quality experience (Estyn, 2023).

Alongside the national curriculum, some Welsh early years settings also take inspiration from the Reggio Emilia approach, originally developed in Italy. Although it’s not part of government policy, it shares a lot of the same values as the Curriculum for Wales, especially the belief that children are curious, capable, and full of ideas. In Reggio-inspired settings, learning is often project-based, sparked by the children’s interests, and documented through photos, drawings, and discussions that help them reflect and build on what they know (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012). There’s also a big focus on relationships—not just between children and adults, but with the learning environment too. Practitioners don’t lead from the front; instead, they listen, observe, and respond, letting children take the lead. It’s a deeply creative and reflective way of working, but it can be challenging—it often takes more time, resources, and a lot of skill from practitioners. Still, both the Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia celebrate play, curiosity, and child-led learning—they just approach it in slightly different ways, one through a flexible national framework, and the other through a more philosophical, arts-rich lens.
The EYFS recognises play as a vital way for children to learn, especially in the early years. It encourages practitioners to provide a mix of child-initiated play and adult-led activities to support development across all learning areas, including communication, physical skills, and early literacy and numeracy (DfE, 2023). Play is seen as a way to build key skills, but there is also a strong emphasis on preparing children for school, with structured learning goals and assessments. This sometimes means that play has to fit alongside formal teaching, which can limit the time for completely free, imaginative play (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). The Curriculum for Wales puts play right at the centre of early learning, seeing it as the natural way children explore, make sense of their world, and develop across all areas—emotional, social, physical, and cognitive (Welsh Government, 2022). Play is valued as the main vehicle for learning and well-being, and practitioners are encouraged to create environments where children can follow their own interests through hands-on, meaningful experiences. The curriculum promotes flexibility, creativity, and child-led exploration, with less focus on formal assessment and more on holistic development and curiosity.overall, England’s EYFS blends play with more structured learning and assessment to prepare children for school, while Wales’ Curriculum for Wales places play at the heart of learning as a child-led, exploratory process focused on holistic development and creativity. Both value play deeply but balance it differently within their broader educational goals.
Putting the play-based approaches of England’s EYFS and Wales’ Curriculum for Wales into practice presents different challenges because of their distinct philosophies and expectations. With the EYFS, one major challenge is balancing the emphasis on play with the increasing pressure to meet formal learning goals and assessments. Practitioners often struggle to find enough time for open-ended, child-led play while also delivering structured activities that prepare children for school readiness tests like the Reception Baseline and Early Learning Goals (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). This can create a tension where play risks being squeezed out or becoming more adult-directed, reducing children’s opportunities for creativity and exploration. Additionally, some settings may feel pressured to “teach to the test,” which can limit flexibility in how play is used as a learning tool.

In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales, with its strong focus on flexibility, child-led learning, and holistic development, can face challenges in ensuring consistency and clarity across different settings. Because it gives practitioners more freedom to follow children’s interests and adapt learning to individual needs, there is a risk of uneven delivery where some children might not be exposed to certain essential skills or knowledge if those areas don’t naturally arise through play. This lack of prescribed structure can also be challenging for practitioners who are used to more guidance or who find it difficult to balance child-led exploration with adult support. Furthermore, while less focused on formal assessment, this approach requires skilled practitioners who are confident observers and facilitators—skills that can take time and training to develop (Estyn, 2023). The ‘Unique Child’ principle—embedded in both England’s Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and Wales’ Curriculum for Wales—emphasises that each child develops in their own way, influenced by their background, experiences, abilities, and interests. This idea sits at the heart of play-based learning, where children are encouraged to follow their curiosity and learn through exploration. However, assessing and tracking progress in a way that honours each child’s individuality while still meeting curriculum expectations presents complex challenges.

In both countries, observational assessment is the most common and developmentally appropriate method in early years settings. Practitioners watch, listen, and record what children say and do during play, building a holistic picture of each child’s learning journey. This method supports the Unique Child by recognising strengths that may not appear in formal tasks—like problem-solving during construction play, emotional resilience during pretend play, or leadership when organising a group game. These rich insights allow for personalised planning and meaningful next steps. However, observational assessment is time-consuming and can be inconsistent between practitioners, depending on their training, biases, or workload (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). There’s also the risk that only the more visible or verbal children get regularly documented, which can skew understanding of quieter or neurodiverse learners.

Progress tracking tools, such as digital learning journals (e.g., Tapestry or Evidence Me), have become popular in both England and Wales. These tools help collate observations and link them to curriculum goals, often involving families by sharing updates on a child’s development. While these systems are helpful for organisation and partnership with parents, they can lead to an overemphasis on data collection and ‘evidence gathering’—sometimes at the cost of genuine interaction with children. In England, this concern has been widely reported, with many practitioners feeling pressure to document too much to “prove” progress for Ofsted, often reducing the richness of play to isolated, target-driven snapshots (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016).

The use of age- or stage-related development models—like the EYFS Development Matters guidance—offers a broad view of expected development milestones. These models are useful for identifying potential delays or additional support needs and for structuring provision to meet a range of abilities. However, when used rigidly, they can clash with the Unique Child philosophy by creating a narrow view of what ‘normal’ looks like. For instance, if a child does not meet a specific milestone by a set age, there may be an assumption of delay—even though their development may simply be non-linear, culturally different, or influenced by personal circumstances such as bilingualism or trauma. In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales takes a more flexible approach, moving away from fixed milestones in favour of progression steps over broad phases of learning. This allows for greater alignment with a child’s individual journey, but it also places more responsibility on practitioners to make informed, sensitive judgements about progress without the safety net of rigid benchmarks (Welsh Government, 2022).

Critically, effective implementation of assessment within play-based frameworks depends heavily on practitioner skill and reflective practice. Practitioners need to understand child development deeply, be aware of cultural and linguistic diversity, and trust in the value of play. This professional judgment must be balanced with curriculum demands and external accountability, which can lead to conflicting priorities. For example, in England, the formal Reception Baseline Assessment (RBA), introduced in 2021, has been criticised for its limited scope and incompatibility with play-based, child-led pedagogy (More Than A Score, 2022). In contrast, Wales has moved away from such formalised early testing, instead embedding formative assessment into everyday interactions.

In conclusion, while both England and Wales aim to support the Unique Child through play-based assessment, the challenge lies in aligning this philosophy with systems of progress tracking and developmental expectations. England’s system tends to lean more heavily on structured outcomes and accountability, which can undermine child-led learning, while Wales allows more practitioner autonomy but requires high levels of confidence and consistency to ensure no child is left behind. A truly child-centred approach to assessment must allow for flexibility, trust in play, and professional discretion—backed by adequate training, time, and policy support.

Blog Beyond the Toy Box: What It Really Takes to Bring a Play-Based Curriculum to Life
Play is often described as the foundation of early childhood learning — and for good reason. It’s through play that children make sense of the world around them, develop key social and emotional skills, and explore concepts in a way that’s meaningful to them. As a nursery practitioner, I witness this daily: whether it’s a child negotiating roles in a game of pretend or experimenting with cause and effect at the water tray, play is where the deepest learning happens. Yet despite wide recognition of its value, putting a truly play-based curriculum into practice is more complicated than it appears on paper. It requires a cultural shift, professional confidence, and critically, a system that allows for depth over data.

Recognising Play as Learning: A Professional Responsibility

The biggest misconception many still hold — and one that practitioners must often challenge — is the idea that play is separate from or a precursor to “real” learning. In fact, play is the vehicle through which children learn best in the early years, as supported by both the EYFS in England and the Curriculum for Wales. But this isn’t always easy to communicate to parents, colleagues, or even inspectors. It calls for strong pedagogical leadership and professional dialogue about what quality play looks like and why it matters. Research by Moyles (2015) and Bruce (2021) reminds us that for play to be effective, it must be deeply embedded in relationships, routines, and the child’s own agency — not merely provided in pockets of “choosing time.”

Curriculum Guidance: Comparing England and Wales

Both England’s EYFS and Wales’s Curriculum for Wales recognise the value of play, but they frame it in different ways. The EYFS (DfE, 2021) promotes structured guidance through seven areas of learning, supported by the Characteristics of Effective Learning, which encourage adults to notice how children approach tasks — for instance, through curiosity, persistence, and creativity. However, some critics argue that the EYFS still leans heavily on early goal-setting and school readiness, which can unintentionally prioritise outcomes over the learning process (Broadhead, 2020).

In contrast, the Curriculum for Wales takes a more holistic and long-term developmental approach. Its six broad Areas of Learning and Experience are supported by four purposes that aim to develop ambitious, capable, and ethically informed citizens. Play is acknowledged not just as a method of learning but as a fundamental right and natural way for children to engage with the world. This model offers greater flexibility, but also requires skilled practitioners who can navigate open-ended frameworks with confidence and clarity. The lack of specific outcomes can be empowering but also overwhelming without proper support or training.

The Challenge of Assessment in a Play-Based Model

Assessment remains one of the most significant tensions in implementing a play-based approach. In theory, both curricula support formative, observation-based assessment methods. In practice, however, England’s focus on demonstrating “school readiness” can lead to checklist culture and performance pressure — particularly in Reception, where the Baseline Assessment and Early Learning Goals often overshadow the process-focused learning happening through play. This can result in a narrowing of the curriculum and the sidelining of exploratory experiences in favour of measurable outcomes (Roberts-Holmes, 2019).

Wales, on the other hand, encourages developmental progression, with an emphasis on narrative assessment and reflective practice. While this allows more room for child-led exploration, it also demands strong professional judgment and collaborative planning to ensure learning is progressing across the curriculum. The lack of clear-cut benchmarks can make accountability feel vague, especially for settings working with external agencies or local authorities.

The Adult Role: From Instructor to Co-Player

One of the most powerful shifts within a play-based model is rethinking the adult’s role. As practitioners, we’re not just managing the day or delivering tasks — we’re observers, co-researchers, and facilitators of learning. This means tuning in to the child’s interests, using open-ended questions, and knowing when to step back. It’s subtle, responsive, and requires a high level of professional skill. Yet this nuanced work often goes unrecognised in performance metrics or funding models, which still tend to reward direct instruction and easily evidenced outcomes.

There’s also the emotional and cognitive load involved in working this way. Supporting sustained shared thinking, scaffolding learning through play, and reflecting on practice takes time and energy. For this reason, meaningful professional development and protected planning time are essential — not just as a bonus, but as a necessity for quality delivery.

Creating an Enabling Environment

A successful play-based curriculum is deeply connected to the learning environment. But this is more than just aesthetics. It’s about providing open-ended, inclusive, and accessible spaces where children can explore freely and deeply. From loose parts play to cosy corners and outdoor mud kitchens, the environment acts as a “third teacher” — shaping the kinds of learning that can take place (Malaguzzi, 1996). But with rising ratios, funding cuts, and staffing pressures, settings are often stretched thin. Creating an environment that truly supports sustained, meaningful play isn’t just about materials — it’s about time, intention, and professional freedom.

Leadership and Systemic Support

Finally, play-based learning cannot survive on practitioner passion alone. It needs system-level recognition and leadership that truly values the child’s voice. Leaders must advocate for unhurried learning, challenge data-driven pressures, and create cultures where reflection is embedded. Settings also need policymakers to move beyond rhetoric and invest in environments and training that support relational, play-led practice. Without this, we risk play being sidelined in favour of what’s easily measurable, rather than what’s truly meaningful.

Conclusion: It’s More Than Play — It’s Pedagogy

As a nursery practitioner, I see the magic of play every day — but also the ongoing struggle to protect it in a system that doesn’t always understand its value. A play-based curriculum is not a soft option. It’s a deeply intentional, knowledge-rich approach that honours how young children grow. To do it well, we need time, trust, professional development, and a culture that values the child’s journey, not just the destination.

Play may look simple, but when done well, it is one of the most sophisticated tools we have. Our job now is to ensure we have the support to use it wisely
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