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Part one

Curriculum shapes children's educational experiences by reflecting societal beliefs about learning, development, and childhood. Within early childhood education, play-based curricula have gained increasing recognition for supporting children's cognitive, social, and emotional development while promoting agency, creativity, and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2022; Courtois, 2024). 

Contemporary approaches increasingly position children as active participants in their learning rather than passive recipients of knowledge, reflecting rights-based perspectives of childhood and the importance of meaningful participation (United Nations, 1989).

[bookmark: _Int_jDFbOTnD][bookmark: _Int_nbE2swIl]This essay critically analyses Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach as examples of play-based curricula. It explores their underlying values, pedagogical principles, and approaches to child-centred learning before comparing key similarities and differences. The essay then critically evaluates the challenges associated with implementing play-based curricula, including practitioner expertise, assessment expectations, and inclusive practice. It argues that whilst both approaches offer valuable frameworks for supporting children's holistic development, their effectiveness is dependent upon the extent to which curriculum principles can be translated into meaningful practice through adequate training, resources, and professional support.

Curriculum for Wales: Values, Pedagogy and Child-Centred Practice.
[bookmark: _Int_K8niS6Wl][bookmark: _Int_Z1UYzrNQ][bookmark: _Int_HKukVnwn]The curriculum's focus on learner agency reflects contemporary understandings of childhood. Rather than viewing children as passive recipients of knowledge, Curriculum for Wales encourages children to contribute to decisions about their learning and engage with authentic experiences. This aligns with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which emphasises children's rights to participation and voice (United Nations, 1989). However, whilst learner agency is a key principle within policy documentation, questions remain regarding the extent to which it can be fully realised in practice. 

[bookmark: _Int_2KTt9lZO][bookmark: _Int_ymHeZLEP][bookmark: _Int_KIKxMqKU][bookmark: _Int_oCGgDcZG][bookmark: _Int_zeR1gLJA]Stewart et al. (2024) suggest that implementation of Curriculum for Wales varies across Welsh educational settings, with practitioner confidence and interpretation significantly shaping practice. Consequently, children may encounter different levels of participation, autonomy and play-based learning opportunities depending on the setting they attend. This raises important questions about educational equity and whether curriculum flexibility can inadvertently contribute to inconsistency. This raises questions regarding whether curriculum flexibility should be regarded as a strength or weakness. Whilst flexibility enables responsiveness to local contexts, it may also undermine educational equity if children's experiences depend largely upon practitioner expertise.

[bookmark: _Int_G3ZZQhHN][bookmark: _Int_MNWftXj8][bookmark: _Int_KUyH5aEa]Assessment represents another area of debate. Curriculum for Wales seeks to move away from high-stakes testing and instead emphasises progression in learning. While this approach aligns with holistic understandings of child development, tensions remain between documenting progression and preserving genuinely child-led experiences. Wood (2022) argues that accountability requirements can sometimes conflict with play-based pedagogies, encouraging practitioners to focus on evidence generation rather than the intrinsic value of play. This raises an important question regarding whether educational systems can simultaneously prioritise both child-led learning and measurable outcomes.

Reggio Emilia: Values, Pedagogy and Child-Centred Practice.
Reggio Emilia is an educational philosophy that positions children as competent, capable learners and emphasises participation, relationships, and inquiry-based learning (Rinaldi, 2021).

[bookmark: _Int_Es0yMZi4]A fundamental principle of Reggio Emilia is its image of the child. Rather than viewing children as incomplete adults who require knowledge to be transmitted to them, the approach positions children as active participants in their own learning. 
[bookmark: _Int_QWePbg5K]This perspective also aligns with contemporary understandings of children's rights and participation, particularly Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), which emphasises children's rights to express their views and influence decisions that affect them. Consequently, learning is viewed as a collaborative process in which children, educators and families contribute to the construction of knowledge.

[bookmark: _Int_r52uoapC][bookmark: _Int_TJiGYSzg][bookmark: _Int_sUCW1HkA][bookmark: _Int_SVrTMVfJ][bookmark: _Int_QNvjVdYd][bookmark: _Int_K0CUo0TE][bookmark: _Int_DOZGRSMT]The role of the environment is another defining feature of the Reggio Emilia approach. Often referred to as the "third teacher", the environment is intentionally designed to stimulate curiosity, creativity, and investigation (Vecchi, 2018). Open-ended materials, natural resources, and aesthetically organised learning spaces are used to encourage exploration and communication. Recent research suggests that carefully designed environments can enhance children's engagement, wellbeing, and sense of belonging (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005). However, whilst this emphasis on the environment is widely praised, questions remain regarding its accessibility and sustainability within contemporary educational settings. High-quality Reggio-inspired environments often require significant financial investment, raising concerns regarding whether such approaches can be realistically implemented within under-resourced settings.

[bookmark: _Int_xwDqDZXI][bookmark: _Int_3eZWQFx2][bookmark: _Int_7Z7WG0k1][bookmark: _Int_tUkTm4hT]However, despite these strengths, emergent curriculum approaches are not without criticism. The absence of prescribed learning outcomes may create challenges for practitioners who are required to demonstrate progression and accountability. Whilst flexibility allows educators to respond to children's interests, there is potential for inconsistency in curriculum coverage and learning opportunities. This is particularly significant within educational systems that emphasise assessment and measurable outcomes. Therefore, although Reggio Emilia promotes a highly child-centred approach to education, tensions may emerge when its principles are applied within policy contexts that require evidence of attainment and progression.

Comparing the Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia.
[bookmark: _Int_NoS1G8MP][bookmark: _Int_3JE5KGlN]Significant differences exist between Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia regarding curriculum structure, assessment, practitioner roles, and implementation, which influence how these approaches operate in practice.

[bookmark: _Int_dxeOdI6l]One notable similarity is their emphasis on learner agency. Curriculum for Wales encourages children to participate in decisions about their learning and recognises the importance of children's voice and choice within educational experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). Similarly, Reggio Emilia views children as competent citizens whose interests and questions drive curriculum development (Rinaldi, 2021). Both approaches therefore align closely with Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). 

[bookmark: _Int_VhcRfclI][bookmark: _Int_GHMOufOy][bookmark: _Int_VWKPSeGp][bookmark: _Int_UxHo0pi9]The role of practitioners also differs considerably. Within Curriculum for Wales, educators are expected to facilitate learning experiences that support progression while responding to children's interests. In contrast, Reggio Emilia practitioners act as researchers, collaborators, and co-constructors of knowledge (Rinaldi, 2021). Whilst this approach can support rich and meaningful learning experiences, it also demands high levels of professional expertise and reflective practice.

[bookmark: _Int_a6Y5gZ3A][bookmark: _Int_OGLNmGPK][bookmark: _Int_GlZx8OlI][bookmark: _Int_FjcGgCSl][bookmark: _Int_GQHnnxhj]Assessment represents arguably the most significant difference between the two approaches. Curriculum for Wales incorporates progression steps and ongoing assessment to support children's learning and development. Although this seeks to move away from high-stakes testing, practitioners are still required to demonstrate progression (Welsh Government, 2022). 

[bookmark: _Int_niPJb76h]Conversely, Reggio Emilia relies heavily upon pedagogical documentation, using observations, photographs, and children's work to make learning visible (Rinaldi, 2021). Supporters argue that documentation captures the complexity of children's thinking more effectively than traditional assessment methods. However, critics suggest that documentation may be subjective and highly dependent upon practitioner interpretation. Therefore, whilst both approaches seek to support holistic development, they adopt different methods for understanding and evidencing children's learning.

Whilst both approaches promote learner agency, Curriculum for Wales balances agency with nationally prescribed progression expectations, while Reggio Emilia places greater emphasis on emergent curriculum and practitioner interpretation.

Challenges of implementing play-based curricula 

[bookmark: _Int_fbuMq4T4][bookmark: _Int_HeZV8VDB]Whilst both Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach advocate play as a fundamental mechanism for learning, the successful implementation of play-based curricula remains complex. Although educational policy increasingly recognises the value of play, practitioners often face challenges relating to professional knowledge, assessment expectations, and inclusive practice. Consequently, the effectiveness of play-based curricula depends not only upon curriculum design but also upon the conditions within which they are implemented.

[bookmark: _Int_PUPCztwR]One significant challenge concerns practitioner expertise and professional development. Both Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia require practitioners to move beyond traditional teacher-led approaches and adopt more facilitative roles.
[bookmark: _Int_WAyqtGOV][bookmark: _Int_F5paVNol][bookmark: _Int_KtKa21hj]Within Reggio Emilia, educators are expected to act as researchers and co-constructors of knowledge, while Curriculum for Wales encourages practitioners to design responsive learning experiences based upon children's interests and developmental needs. However, Stewart et al. (2024) argue that implementation of Curriculum for Wales varies considerably across settings due to differences in practitioner confidence and understanding. Therefore, whilst curriculum flexibility can support innovation, it may also contribute to inconsistencies in practice. This suggests that play-based curricula are highly dependent upon practitioner knowledge and cannot be implemented effectively without ongoing professional learning opportunities.

A further challenge concerns the practical implementation of Curriculum for Wales within diverse educational settings across
Wales. Whilst the curriculum promotes flexibility and responsiveness to local contexts, practitioners do not necessarily have equal access to resources, staffing levels, or professional learning opportunities.

[bookmark: _Int_ebJGyH7v][bookmark: _Int_Zvqoxvau]Early years settings operating with limited budgets may find it difficult to provide high-quality play environments, invest in appropriate materials, or release staff for ongoing professional development.
[bookmark: _Int_uiRBXuZw][bookmark: _Int_ogiynKtj]Consequently, the extent to which learner agency and play-based pedagogies can be realised may depend upon factors beyond practitioner commitment alone. This raises important questions regarding educational equity and whether all children can access the same quality of curriculum experiences regardless of setting or location.

[bookmark: _Int_mQtosIKD]Assessment presents a further challenge. Although play-based approaches emphasise exploration, creativity and child-led learning, educational systems often require evidence of progression and achievement. Curriculum for Wales seeks to balance these competing priorities through progression-based assessment, while
Reggio Emilia relies upon pedagogical documentation to make learning visible (Rinaldi, 2021). Supporters argue that these approaches provide more holistic understandings of children's development than traditional testing methods.
[bookmark: _Int_O0MsGKja][bookmark: _Int_u8tf10Cg]However, Wood (2022) suggests that accountability requirements may inadvertently encourage practitioners to focus on documenting outcomes rather than supporting spontaneous play. Consequently, tensions can emerge between the intrinsic value of play and the need to demonstrate measurable progress. This raises important questions regarding whether child-led learning can remain genuinely child-centred when assessment requirements are present.

[bookmark: _Int_2965h8rJ]Inclusion represents another important consideration. Both curricula promote
[bookmark: _Int_ND1zHREf][bookmark: _Int_2a9nuwXl]participation, belonging, and respect for individual learners. Nevertheless, assumptions that play-based approaches automatically benefit all children have been challenged by contemporary research. Children with Additional Learning Needs may require more structured support to engage meaningfully in open-ended play experiences. This reflects wider debates surrounding inclusion and whether educational approaches can successfully meet the needs of increasingly diverse learner populations.

[bookmark: _Int_vI9bAuEG][bookmark: _Int_1zN9LDgN][bookmark: _Int_XqQTDItw]Staffing and workload pressures also present significant barriers. Play-based curricula require practitioners to observe children closely, document learning, assess progression, and plan responsive learning experiences. These responsibilities can be time-consuming, particularly when staffing ratios are stretched or practitioners have limited non-contact time. Consequently, tensions may emerge between the ideals of child-centred practice and the realities of everyday implementation. Whilst Curriculum for Wales encourages professional autonomy, practitioners may struggle to enact its principles fully when faced with competing demands and accountability requirements.

[bookmark: _Int_Kdatd6s4][bookmark: _Int_hbnqO8km][bookmark: _Int_f2rqrFUZ]Ultimately, the implementation of play-based curricula is influenced by a complex interaction of professional, organisational, and social factors. Whilst both Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia offer valuable frameworks for supporting children's learning and development, their success depends upon adequate resources, practitioner expertise and the ability to balance child-centred principles with wider educational expectations.

[bookmark: _Int_liiAonTf][bookmark: _Int_wiWcAosA]This essay has critically analysed Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach as examples of play-based curricula. Whilst both promote learner agency, participation, and holistic development, they differ in their approaches to curriculum design, assessment, and implementation. Reggio Emilia offers a highly child-centred and democratic model of education, whereas Curriculum for Wales seeks to balance child-led learning with national expectations and accountability requirements.
[bookmark: _Int_fwAgt42G][bookmark: _Int_B32LVHQk][bookmark: _Int_8hSkKkOc]However, the success of either approach depends upon more than curriculum design alone. Challenges relating to practitioner expertise, assessment demands and inclusive practice continue to influence how effectively play-based principles are translated into everyday practice. Therefore, whilst both curricula provide valuable frameworks for supporting children's learning and development, ongoing professional learning, adequate resources, and inclusive pedagogies remain essential to their successful implementation.
























Part two

[bookmark: _Int_MJOUHaZT][bookmark: _Int_IbnVvktE][bookmark: _Int_Iz5jNApX]The concept of the Unique Child is a fundamental principle within contemporary early childhood education and reflects the belief that every child develops, learns, and experiences the world differently. Within Curriculum for Wales and other play-based curricula, children are viewed as active participants in their own learning whose development is influenced by individual experiences, relationships, and environments (Welsh Government, 2022). This perspective aligns with rights-based understandings of childhood and recognises that children progress at different rates and in different ways.

[bookmark: _Int_cYejSg5T][bookmark: _Int_oUu09Jga]Assessment is an important aspect of early childhood education as it enables practitioners to understand children's learning, monitor progress and identify appropriate next steps. However, tensions can arise between recognising children's individuality and using assessment systems that may compare children against developmental expectations or standardised measures. Consequently, assessment approaches within play-based curricula must balance accountability requirements with the need to respect diverse developmental pathways.

[bookmark: _Int_GVpAp4AB][bookmark: _Int_Q6MNKdgn]This essay critically evaluates assessment methods within Curriculum for Wales and the Reggio Emilia approach through the lens of the Unique Child. It explores progression-based assessment and pedagogical documentation before critically analysing their effectiveness in supporting individual learning, inclusion, and neurodiversity. The essay argues that whilst both approaches aim to support the Unique Child, challenges remain regarding practitioner interpretation, consistency, and educational accountability.

[bookmark: _Int_N0CdhIPu][bookmark: _Int_fP00cCSy]The concept of the Unique Child recognises that every child is a competent learner with individual strengths, interests, abilities, and experiences. Rather than viewing development as a fixed process, contemporary early childhood theories emphasise that learning is shaped by social, cultural, and environmental influences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1978). Consequently, children's development should be understood within the context of their relationships, communities, and lived experiences.

Within Curriculum for Wales, the principle of learner agency reflects the concept of the Unique Child by recognising children's rights to contribute to decisions about their learning and express their views (Welsh Government, 2022). Similarly, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) highlights children's rights to participation and voice, particularly through Article 12.

[bookmark: _Int_hgIoCELg]The Unique Child is particularly significant when considering assessment practices. Traditional developmental models often assume that children progress through universal stages at similar rates. However, contemporary perspectives acknowledge that children may demonstrate learning in diverse ways, particularly those with Additional Learning Needs, disabilities, or neurodiverse profiles (Davis and Florian,
2022). Consequently, assessment methods must be flexible enough to recognise different forms of learning whilst avoiding deficit-based comparisons. This creates important questions regarding whether assessment systems can genuinely support children's individuality while also providing evidence of progress and attainment.

[bookmark: _Int_ScNtHlIm]Assessment within Curriculum for Wales is centred on supporting learner progression rather than measuring attainment through high-stakes testing. The curriculum promotes assessment as an ongoing process that informs teaching and learning, with practitioners using observation, discussion and evidence gathered through everyday experiences to understand children's development (Welsh Government, 2022).

[bookmark: _Int_QgXWWwi3][bookmark: _Int_bZJu9xvx]A key feature of Curriculum for Wales is its progression framework, which recognises that children progress at different rates and may follow different learning pathways. Practitioners are encouraged to use professional judgement when assessing children's progress and identifying next steps. This approach aligns closely with the concept of the Unique Child because it acknowledges individual differences rather than expecting all children to achieve identical outcomes at the same time.
Supporters argue that progression-based assessment promotes a holistic understanding of children's learning and reduces the pressures associated with standardised testing. Furthermore, it allows practitioners to respond to children's interests, strengths, and developmental needs.

[bookmark: _Int_s41AbP4M][bookmark: _Int_zp9IpZdg]However, concerns have been raised regarding consistency and reliability. Stewart et al. (2024) suggest that practitioner confidence and interpretation can significantly influence implementation across settings.
[bookmark: _Int_8byfb6xT][bookmark: _Int_4tQ8i3aX]Consequently, children's assessment experiences may vary depending on practitioner expertise and available resources. This raises questions regarding equity and whether progression-based assessment can provide consistent evidence of learning across different educational contexts.

Assessment within Reggio Emilia differs significantly from traditional developmental tracking models. Rather than measuring children's learning against predetermined outcomes, practitioners use pedagogical documentation to make learning visible (Rinaldi, 2021). Documentation may include photographs, observations, conversations, children's artwork, and project work.

[bookmark: _Int_ksv6SrI1]This approach is based upon the belief that learning is a collaborative and socially constructed process. Documentation enables practitioners, children, and families to revisit learning experiences, reflect upon children's thinking and identify emerging interests. Consequently, assessment becomes a process of interpretation and reflection rather than measurement.

Pedagogical documentation strongly supports the concept of the Unique Child because it values children's individual perspectives and recognises multiple ways of expressing understanding. It allows practitioners to capture complex learning processes that may not be visible through traditional assessment methods.

[bookmark: _Int_qGUM1VGd][bookmark: _Int_bXpLdHSo][bookmark: _Int_wFRIYEL2]However, pedagogical documentation is not without criticism. The approach relies heavily upon practitioner interpretation, creating potential issues regarding subjectivity and bias (Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence, 2013). Furthermore, producing detailed documentation can be time-consuming and resource intensive. Critics argue that documentation may privilege practitioners' interpretations of learning rather than children's own meanings. Therefore, whilst pedagogical documentation offers a highly individualised approach to assessment, questions remain regarding reliability, consistency, and scalability within contemporary educational systems. 

[bookmark: _Int_qWXB2kWw]Both Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia seek to support the Unique Child by moving away from standardised approaches to assessment. Observation, child participation, and practitioner judgement are central to both models, allowing assessment to be responsive to children's individual needs and interests.

A significant strength of both approaches is their recognition that development is not linear. By valuing children's experiences and individual learning pathways, they provide greater flexibility than traditional age and stage models. This may be particularly beneficial for children with ALN or neurodiverse learners whose development may not align with conventional expectations.

[bookmark: _Int_EcZcpMiw][bookmark: _Int_jubzF5QY]However, flexibility can also create challenges. Assessment approaches that rely heavily upon practitioner judgement may produce inconsistent outcomes across settings. Stewart et al. (2024) highlight concerns regarding variation in practitioner confidence and understanding, whilst Dahlberg et al. (2013) note that documentation is inherently interpretative. Consequently, children's learning may be understood differently depending upon the practitioner conducting the assessment.
[bookmark: _Int_TclKfBIK][bookmark: _Int_5RORqexQ][bookmark: _Int_KxFyEBRa][bookmark: _Int_t07lnOB6]Inclusion presents another important consideration. Although both approaches aim to recognise individuality, assumptions that play-based learning automatically benefits all children have been challenged. Some children, particularly those with autism or communication difficulties, may require more structured support and explicit teaching strategies to participate fully in learning experiences (Davis and Florian, 2022). Therefore, practitioners must balance child-led learning with targeted interventions that promote equitable participation.

[bookmark: _Int_LMvJcQw4][bookmark: _Int_Ej7LBgN8][bookmark: _Int_ewgv7EKJ][bookmark: _Int_lePkHr5a][bookmark: _Int_IezdDAnD]Assessment also remains influenced by wider accountability requirements. Whilst Curriculum for Wales seeks to support progression rather than attainment, practitioners are still required to demonstrate evidence of learning. Similarly, Reggio Emilia documentation must often satisfy external expectations regarding educational outcomes. This creates tensions between child-centred assessment and the need to provide measurable evidence of progress. Consequently, both approaches face challenges in fully realising the principles of the Unique Child within systems that continue to value accountability and performance measures.

[bookmark: _Int_Ey4xtFvX][bookmark: _Int_50jqkzH8][bookmark: _Int_HOf5TT6e][bookmark: _Int_dvUvzmTc]The concept of the Unique Child emphasises that children learn, develop and participate in different ways and should therefore be assessed through approaches that recognise their individuality. Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia both attempt to achieve this through observation, participation, and reflective assessment practices. Curriculum for Wales uses progression-based assessment to support individual learning journeys, whilst Reggio Emilia employs pedagogical documentation to make learning visible. 

[bookmark: _Int_3rdSv4jn][bookmark: _Int_77m0nXlK]However, despite their strengths, both approaches face challenges relating to practitioner interpretation, consistency, inclusion, and accountability. Whilst they offer more flexible and holistic alternatives to traditional assessment models, their effectiveness depends upon practitioner expertise, professional development, and inclusive implementation. Therefore, assessment can support the Unique Child, but only when it remains responsive to children's diverse needs while avoiding over-reliance on predetermined expectations or standardised
measures.















































Part three

[bookmark: _Int_R564XWLP]Why practitioner expertise matters when implementing play-based curricula. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Int_42SNynAe][bookmark: _Int_S2lLr9DR]What makes the difference between meaningful play and children simply being occupied? Play-based learning is widely recognised as an effective approach to supporting children's development, wellbeing, and engagement. However, implementing a play-based curriculum requires more than simply providing opportunities to play. Practitioners must create environments that encourage exploration, support children's interests, and respond to individual needs. As Moyles (2015) argues, high-quality play experiences require skilled adult involvement and careful planning.

(Source: Jackson, 2025.).      Why practitioner knowledge matters. 

[bookmark: _Int_mQMdYjC1]Curriculum for Wales places significant emphasis on learner agency and child-centred learning (Welsh Government, 2022). Similarly, approaches such as Reggio Emilia view educators as facilitators and co-constructors of knowledge rather than instructors who simply deliver information (Rinaldi, 2021). This means practitioners must carefully observe children, recognise learning opportunities, and make informed decisions about how to extend learning through play. Without strong professional knowledge, play can risk becoming either overly adult-directed or lacking sufficient challenge. Skilled practitioners understand how to balance child-led experiences with intentional teaching (Moyles, 2015; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). 

                                    Supporting the unique child. 

[bookmark: _Int_x1jxAySe][bookmark: _Int_ne6LYRCw][image: ]Every child develops differently and brings unique strengths, interests, and experiences into the learning environment. This reflects the concept of the Unique Child, which recognises children as competent learners whose development is shaped by relationships, culture, and environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1978). Rather than viewing development as a universal process that follows the same pathway for all children, contemporary early childhood education acknowledges that learning is influenced by a range of individual, social, and environmental factors.

                                                                        (Source: Little Geniuses Nursery, 2021)

[bookmark: _Int_84NdWH5a][bookmark: _Int_P52XCb36][bookmark: _Int_4ZGbB8wk][bookmark: _Int_jZ6XOSRj][bookmark: _Int_RUZqFTYK][bookmark: _Int_ciE38dkJ][bookmark: _Int_nQxoPi4M][bookmark: _Int_X4C5Syah][bookmark: _Int_ApExGE7z]This is where practitioner expertise becomes essential. Skilled practitioners are able to observe children's interests, recognise individual learning needs and adapt play experiences accordingly. For example, children with Additional Learning Needs or neurodiverse learners may require different forms of support to participate meaningfully in play. Practitioners must therefore use their professional knowledge and judgement to create inclusive environments that remove barriers to learning while maintaining opportunities for child-led exploration. As NAEYC (2020) suggests, effective practice involves adapting learning experiences to meet the needs of individual children rather than expecting all learners to develop in the same way. Consequently, practitioner expertise plays a crucial role in ensuring that play-based curricula remain inclusive, responsive, and meaningful for all children.

[bookmark: _Int_SQX1dkvK]For example, during a block-building activity, one child may demonstrate strong problem-solving skills whilst another may communicate their ideas through gestures or collaborative play. A skilled practitioner can recognise these different strengths and adapt support accordingly. Rather than expecting all children to learn in the same way, effective practitioners use observation and professional judgement to respond to individual needs and interests.

Why ongoing professional development is essential. 

[bookmark: _Int_NMbKJlPp][bookmark: _Int_Ll0PlKBf]Implementing a play-based curriculum requires practitioners to make complex professional judgements daily. Rather than following a predetermined programme, educators must observe children closely, assess learning opportunities and adapt experiences to meet individual needs. Consequently, ongoing professional development is essential in ensuring practitioners have the confidence and knowledge required to support high-quality play-based learning.

[bookmark: _Int_8uCb85oR][bookmark: _Int_JLjMtrwQ]Research suggests that practitioner understanding can significantly influence how curriculum principles are interpreted and implemented in practice. Stewart et al. (2024) found that implementation of Curriculum for Wales varies across settings, with practitioner confidence and expertise shaping children's learning experiences. 
This highlights the importance of training opportunities that develop practitioners' understanding of learner agency, assessment, and child-centred pedagogy.

[bookmark: _Int_l1coK9YR][bookmark: _Int_65pcH9hw][bookmark: _Int_lhBiIWgj]The importance of practitioner expertise is also highlighted by the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale, which emphasises the role of high-quality interactions in supporting children's learning, language development, and emotional wellbeing (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). The framework demonstrates that effective play-based learning depends not only on the activities provided but also on practitioners' ability to engage children in meaningful conversations and extend their thinking.

[bookmark: _Int_fPj7CV6v][bookmark: _Int_0ZQmakyl]However, the SSTEW Scale also highlights a potential challenge for play-based curricula. Whilst curriculum frameworks may promote child-led learning, the quality of children's experiences can vary significantly depending on practitioners' knowledge, confidence, and interaction skills. Consequently, curriculum change alone is unlikely to improve outcomes unless it is accompanied by ongoing professional development and support. This reinforces the argument that practitioner expertise, rather than curriculum design alone, is central to the successful implementation of play-based approaches.


[image: ]Professional development also supports reflective practice. Nutbrown (2012) argues that a highly skilled workforce is fundamental to improving outcomes for children. Through training, collaboration and reflection, practitioners can develop strategies to support diverse learners, including children with Additional Learning Needs and neurodiverse profiles. As a result, professional learning helps practitioners create inclusive environments that recognise and respond to children's individual strengths and needs. 



     
(Source: Galanek, 2019)

[bookmark: _Int_D52VZq3P][bookmark: _Int_plCI0a0l]Ultimately, play-based curricula are only as effective as the practitioners implementing them. Investment in professional development therefore remains a crucial factor in ensuring that play-based approaches are meaningful, inclusive, and responsive to every child.

Getting the balance right: child-led play and intentional teaching.

[bookmark: _Int_xafwxsRO]One of the greatest challenges when implementing play-based curricula is balancing children's freedom to explore with the practitioner's responsibility to support learning. Whilst play-based approaches value children's interests and choices, effective learning does not occur through play alone. Practitioners must use their expertise to recognise opportunities for extending thinking, introducing new concepts, and supporting deeper engagement. 
[image: ]For instance, if children are building a   bridge from blocks, a practitioner might ask open-ended questions such as "How could we make it stronger?" or "Why do you think it keeps falling down?" These interactions encourage critical thinking and problem-solving whilst allowing children to remain in control of their play.


(Source: Eastern College, 2022).      

Moyles (2015) argues that high-quality play involves skilled adult participation rather than passive supervision. Similarly, Siraj-Blatchford (2009) highlights the importance of sustained shared thinking, where practitioners and children work together to solve problems, discuss ideas and develop understanding. These interactions can 
[bookmark: _Int_Wnm4ZSTX]enrich learning experiences whilst maintaining children's ownership of their play.

[bookmark: _Int_UkE2Qigr][bookmark: _Int_j7p5eeQO]However, achieving this balance requires considerable professional judgement. Practitioners must know when to intervene and when to step back. Excessive adult direction may limit children's creativity, independence, and learner agency, whereas insufficient support can result in missed learning opportunities. Consequently, successful implementation of play-based curricula depends upon practitioners' ability to respond flexibly to children's interests whilst maintaining clear educational intentions.

[bookmark: _Int_YeYsLzRl][bookmark: _Int_ellnI6lo]This balance is particularly important within Curriculum for Wales, which promotes learner agency whilst also expecting practitioners to support progression in learning (Welsh Government, 2022). Therefore, practitioner expertise is essential in ensuring that play remains both meaningful and educationally valuable.

However, this balance is not always easy to achieve in practice. Less experienced practitioners may either intervene too often, limiting children's agency, or remain too passive, resulting in missed opportunities for learning. Therefore, the effectiveness of play-based curricula depends not only on children's access to play but also on practitioners' ability to make informed pedagogical decisions.

Final thoughts. 

[bookmark: _Int_cG1qIN2F]Play-based curricula provide valuable opportunities for children to learn through exploration, creativity, and meaningful experiences.

[bookmark: _Int_Um7z57zf]However, their success depends on the expertise of the practitioners implementing them. Skilled practitioners are essential in recognising children's individual needs, supporting learner agency and balancing child-led play with intentional teaching. 

[bookmark: _Int_QGV219wa]Furthermore, ongoing professional development enables practitioners to adapt to curriculum changes, develop inclusive practice and maintain high-quality interactions. As Curriculum for Wales and other play-based approaches continue to evolve, investment in practitioner training and reflective practice must remain a priority. 

[bookmark: _Int_oSNvSTIe]After all, play alone does not create meaningful learning; skilled practitioners do. Whilst curriculum frameworks can provide guidance, it is practitioner expertise that transforms play into rich learning opportunities. Therefore, investment in professional learning should remain a priority if play-based curricula are to fulfil their potential for all children.

As play-based approaches continue to develop, the question is not whether children should learn through play, but how we can ensure practitioners receive the support, training and resources needed to make play meaningful for every child.
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