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Abstract

This study examined how teachers’ prior experiences, together with cultural norms and
environmental components, shape their understanding of play in the classroom. A
qualitative research design, using a phenomenological approach explored teachers' lived
experiences and how they construct meaning around play in educational settings. Semi-
structured interviews were used to explore how teachers’ prior experiences, along with
community interaction and academic content, shape their teaching practices and
perspectives on play. The research uncovers the conflicts between unstructured play and
structured learning and shows how pedagogical regulations and parental expectations
shape teaching methods and how budget constraints influence play methods. This article
argues for the development of teaching methods that combine play-based approaches
with traditional teaching and calls for both curriculum changes and professional
development funding to promote the benefits of play-based education.

Keywords: Early childhood care and education; Play pedagogy; Structured play;
Unstructured play

Introduction

Early childhood care and education (ECCE), a critical period of learning and development
from birth to age four, has gained significant attention in academia (Harrison, 2020; Essa
& Burnham, 2019; Khodabandelou, Mehran & Nimehchisalem, 2018) and policy (Gupta
2014; 2018). These programmes not only focus on education, but also serve as
investments that are geared towards progressive goals to alleviate poverty and social
inequality (Bipath & Theron, 2020). The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
emphasise the importance of ECCE and call for universal access to quality services
managed by qualified professionals (SDG Compass, 2018). In South Africa, the sector is
prioritised in the national development plan as a strategic approach to establish solid
foundations and promote positive outcomes for future human development. Given the
urgent priority of improving ECCE, this study is essential for informing the design and
implementation of quality programmes that can effectively harness children's natural
learning processes whilst addressing the country's developmental imperatives of poverty
alleviation and social transformation.

One of the aspects of quality ECCE is the adoption of play-based pedagogy, an effective
approach that is widely supported in academia (Vogt, Hauser, Stebler, et al., 2020;
Nuttall, Edwards, Mantilla, et al., 2019; Van Oers & Duijkers, 2013). This approach frames
play and learning as intrinsically linked rather than dichotomous, challenging the view that
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separates these concepts (Samuelsson & Carlsson, 2008). By merging play and learning,
this pedagogy aims to support holistic development, encourage creativity (Leggett, 2017)
and create an engaging educational environment for young children. As an integral part
of this pedagogy, free play and teacher directed play both serve as a catalyst for child
development in various domains (Hedges & Cooper, 2018). While the existing literature
highlights the potential of play-based pedagogy (Zosh et al., 2018), the question of how
it can be practically applied in South African care and education centres, remains
unanswered. This article, therefore, seeks to address this gap by exploring the lived
experiences of teachers in implementing play-based pedagogy - a topic that is particularly
under-researched in the context of developing countries such as South Africa.

Development and challenges of early childhood care and education in South Africa

The South African context provides an interesting backdrop for the study of play
pedagogy in ECCE because of its historical complexity and significant policy changes
over time. In the past, South African early childhood education focused primarily on
pastoral care rather than pedagogical elements (Atmore, 2007). However, the narrative
has gradually evolved to recognise the crucial role of ECCE in promoting learning and
development (Atmore, 2007; Pisani, Seiden, & Wolf, 2022; Pal, 2020). Importantly, ECCE
supports play-based teaching methods, bringing South Africa’s approach in line with
internationally recognised best practices. However, the practical implementation of these
policies faces obstacles. In particular, the gap between policy formulation and application
on the ground is becoming increasingly apparent (Matjokana, 2023). Ogunyemi and
Ragpot (2016) point out that the early childhood education infrastructure in South Africa
is still unable to adopt play-based pedagogy fully.

In response to these challenges, recent policy directions have highlighted the importance
of improving the quality of ECCE in South Africa. Several government initiatives have
been launched, including the expansion of ECCE centres and curriculum development
and training programmes for teachers (Wood & Neethling, 2023; Wills & Mistry, 2021;
Biersteker, Dawes, Hendricks, & Tredoux, 2016). Furthermore, Aina, Adebunmi and
Bipath (2022) argue that hands-on training can significantly improve the quality of training
in ECCE centres.

This article, therefore, turns to a less researched but important aspect of these ongoing
improvements: teachers’ perspectives on play pedagogy. By addressing teachers’
perspectives, we aim to bridge the gap between policy and practice and contribute to the
discussion on play pedagogy in ECCE in South Africa.

This research is based on an interpretivist paradigm that emphasises the insights and
experiences that teachers have had (Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2012). The constructivist
theory of Piaget (1952), which highlights the role of exploratory play in learning processes,
and the sociocultural theory of Vygotsky (1978), which emphasises the value of guided
play in cognitive development, both serve as sources of inspiration for this work.
Vygotsky's theory emphasises the relevance of controlled play in cognitive development.
The ecological systems theory developed by Bronfenbrenner in 1979 is also used to get
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an understanding of the ways in which external influences, such as socio-economic
circumstances and legislation, impact the choices that teachers make.

The imperative for play in early childhood care and education

Although play is widely recognised as a cornerstone of childhood in different cultural
contexts (Irvine, 2017), it remains a complex construct. Its complexity stems from multiple
understandings of how educational interventions should align with play to maximise
learning (Jensen et al., 2019). Nevertheless, play is described by UNICEF (2018) as an
intrinsically motivated, socially interactive process that is essential for both early learning
and holistic development of children.

At the cognitive level, the importance of play is widely recognised. For example,
developmental psychologists Piaget and Vygotsky hold opposing views on the role of play
in cognitive development. Piaget argues that play enables children to make sense of their
experiences, emphasising cognitive processes such as assimilation and accommodation
(Zosh et al., 2018). In contrast, Vygotsky argues for guided interventions that lead children
to higher cognitive functioning (Bodrova & Leong, 2019). Regardless of the theoretical
standpoint, however, it is undeniable that play promotes skill acquisition, experiential
learning and cognitive restructuring (Bjorklund, 2022; Hutt, Tyler, Hutt & Christopherson,
2022; Peng & Kiewit, 2020).

However, the role of play is not limited to cognitive development, but has multidimensional
benefits that include sensory, social, emotional, verbal and physical domains. Emotional
resilience and problem-solving skills are enhanced through play-based challenges
(United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF] 2018). It also serves as a medium for
socialisation and promotes communication, self-regulation and cooperative skills. In
addition, play strengthens verbal and physical skills, promoting not only academic
readiness but also life skills (Pramling et al., 2019).

Despite these well-documented benéefits, the full educational potential of play remains
unrealised, particularly in the South African context. The ECD census found that too little
time and resources are spent on play, particularly in economically disadvantaged areas,
exacerbating social inequalities (DBE, 2022). The suboptimal use of play in educational
settings is not unique to South Africa; it reflects a global trend where schoolification is
displacing play (Bipath & Theron, 2021). This shift undermines the early years as a
fundamental period for the holistic development of children and raises critical questions
about the barriers that prevent ECCE professionals from fully realising the extensive
potential of play.

The complex interplay of play and pedagogy in ECCE

The relationship between play and pedagogy in the context of ECCE embodies a complex
paradox that requires nuanced reconciliation. Play is essentially child-driven and
characterised by intrinsic motivation and an open-endedness that allows for fluid and
autonomous experiences (Excell & Linington, 2020). In stark contrast, pedagogy remains
a carefully planned, teacher-led enterprise closely aligned to policy directives and
pedagogical theories (Okeke et al., 2015; Shah, 2021; Arasomwan & Mashiya, 2021).
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The etymology of the word “pedagogy” which come from the ancient Greek terms ‘paidos’
and ‘agogos’, point to its historical role as a moral guide responsible for the
comprehensive education of children (lvanov & Tolstova, 2021; Smith, 2020). This
tension is clearly expressed in education policy. For instance, South Africa’s National
Curriculum Framework (NCF) for children up to the age of four outlines six developmental
domains that teachers must integrate into their pedagogical practice (Department of
Social Development [DSD], 2015). The early learning and developmental domains
(ELDAS) include well-being, identity and belonging, communication, exploring
mathematics, creativity and knowledge, and understanding of the world. Such structured
outcomes present a unique challenge for teachers trying to balance play-based elements
in a constrained educational landscape, especially in South African ECCE centres where
play-based opportunities can be few and far between. Therefore, the suggestion is that
scholarly enquiry in this area should prioritise the study of teachers’ experiences in
managing this complicated juxtaposition of play and structured pedagogy (Excell &
Linington, 2015).

The cultural and contextual specificities of play pedagogy

The notion that play pedagogy is a universally applicable concept is a premise that
requires rigorous examination, especially given its profound entanglements with specific
cultural and contextual milieus. The philosophical foundations of early childhood care and
education in predominantly Western or Northern educational contexts can be traced back
to the pedagogical teachings of Pestalozzi, Piaget and Vygotsky. These pioneering
thinkers extol the centrality of play in promoting optimal early childhood educational
experiences (Excell & Linington, 2020).However, such a concept is by no means
universally tenable. Different cultural perspectives offer alternative paradigms of early
childhood pedagogy that problematise the view of play as the unequivocal cornerstone of
child development and learning. Gaskins (2016) challenges the westernised notion by
claiming that play is not the only way to foster important skills such as negotiation,
perspective taking, communication and problem solving in young children. Empirical
support for this view comes from studies with Yucatec Mayan children in eastern Mexico
who, despite their non-engagement in play, showed better preparation for primary
education through participation in work-related activities.

The complexity of this dialogue is compounded by historically and culturally conditioned
educational ideologies. During Soviet rule in Estonia, educational practice was guided by
a doctrinal distinction between play and formal learning (Ugaste & Mikser, 2016). In India,
schools traditionally function as bastions of academic learning and eschew play-based
pedagogical approaches. A parallel mindset pervades the educational landscape in
Taiwan, where traditional teacher-led pedagogy usually takes precedence over child-
initiated activities, even in the face of the tension between play and structured education
(Chang, 2016).

Based on the literature cited, play-based pedagogy should not be viewed as a monolithic
construct, but as a multi-faceted phenomenon shaped by complex cultural and contextual
factors. This is particularly important in the context of developing countries in the Global
South, where the concepts and implementations of playful pedagogy differ significantly
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from Western conceptions due to the impact of unique cultural norms and contextual
considerations.

Play pedagogy in context: An interpretivist enquiry

This study was conducted at an ECCE centre in the eThekwini Municipality in KwaZulu-
Natal. It was selected for its reputation as a well recommended preparatory institution for
primary education. Five teachers participated, including the centre’s director, three
teachers, and a student teacher. Their biographical details are given in Table 1. Semi-
structured interviews were used to generate qualitative data. An interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach guided data analysis, allowing for an in-depth
exploration of participants’ meaning-making processes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).

Table 1: Biographical Details of Research Participants

Participant Age Range Race Occupation
Kamla 60 — 69 years Indian ECCE Centre Teacher and owner
Safia 30 - 39 years Indian ECCE Teacher
Thandi 40 - 49 years Black ECCE Teacher
Ruby 40 - 49 years Indian ECCE Teacher
Nosipho 20 - 29 years Black ECCE Student Teacher

It is crucial to acknowledge the limitations of generalisability that arise from the narrow
scope of this study. In a departure from the quantitative model, which aims to articulate
universal principles, our qualitative approach is rooted in an interpretivist paradigm. Here,
the aim is not broad extrapolation but a nuanced exploration of the lived experiences of
the research participants in their respective educational milieus. Accordingly, a qualitative
approach comprising semi-structured interviews was used to generate data. Semi-
structured interviews were designed as open-ended dialogues to explore participants’
perspectives on play-based pedagogy. The questions were pre-configured but remained
flexible to accommodate emerging issues and dialogue. The interviews were recorded for
accuracy and later transcribed for analysis.

Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), a methodological approach guided by
hermeneutic principles, was used to analyse the data (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The
aim of IPA is to explore participants’ real experiences and interpretations of the
implementation of play pedagogy. The method invites researchers to actively contribute
to the understanding of their subjects’ meaning-making processes. This interpretive
journey began with a comprehensive reading of the transcripts and field notes, followed
by an initial identification of emergent themes. These were then grouped into overarching
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themes that contain the main findings of this research. Only two themes are discussed in
this article.

As this is a study bound by ethical requirements, formal approval was obtained from the
relevant academic body before the study commenced. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants. They were assured of confidentiality and had the option to withdraw
from the study without negative consequences. All names of participants in this article are
pseudonyms.

Findings and discussion

In this section, we discuss two themes that emerged from the data: the multiple influences
on the pedagogical choices of ECCE teachers and the complexity of being and becoming
in ECCE. The analysis and discussion are interwoven.

The multi-layered influences on the pedagogical decisions of ECCE teachers

The data reveal the complexity of early life experiences and their impact on teachers’
perspectives of play-based pedagogy. For example, Kamla’s 43-year professional
experience as a teacher, shaped by the absence of institutionalised preschool education
during her formative years, contributes to her advocacy for a formalised approach to
ECCE. The first dimension of this narrative arises from the early childhood experiences
of preschool teachers, which are primarily shaped by the absence of formal early
childhood education. For example, participant Kamla, explained, “In my time, there was
no preschool, so we started with first grade. Mothers were not working then, so we stayed
at home.” Participant Safia recalled similarly, “/In my time, there was only Grade R; there
was no double 00 class. If your parents worked, you stayed with a neighbour or
grandparent during the day.”

Two conclusions emerge from this. First, the absence of an early care and education
programme suggests that providers were members of the community and family. Second,
this could possibly explain why some early childhood teachers do not fully grasp or
appreciate the balance between play and academic work in ECCE, as their training was
heavily focused on traditional community-based learning.

The specificity of Kamla’'s experience supports the contention that teachers’ attitudes
towards ECCE may be crucially shaped by the nature of their own early childhood
education environment. Amin’s (2012) study confirms this assertion, showing that
teachers tend to teach the way they were taught and pass on the pedagogical methods
to which they were exposed.

Apart from community-based education, teachers also report a variety of school
experiences that have left lasting impressions on them, both positive and negative.
Participant Nosipho fondly recalls the high social standing and commitment of teachers
during her school years, noting, “If you were a teacher then, you were special.” However,
the same educational landscape was not consistently inspiring. Participant Thandi points
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out the flip side: “The teachers were very demotivating, as far as | remember. They mainly
focused on the ‘A’ students and the weaker ones were pushed aside.”

The impact of these experiences cannot be underestimated. These contrasting
experiences have shaped not only their professional attitudes but also their pedagogical
practice. While Nosipho was able to draw her passion and commitment from the positive
reinforcement she received from her teachers, participant Thandi uses her negative
experiences as signposts for what not to repeat in her own practice.

Changing social norms, particularly changes in family structures and gender roles, further
increase the complexity of teachers’ perspectives on ECCE. On the one hand, Kamla’s
memories of a time when mothers were predominantly homemakers underpin the
increasing role of ECCE centres in today’s two-income family models. On the other hand,
Safia’s memories of ubiquitous community support in child rearing are the reason she
favours community-based approaches to education over formalised institutions. These
different educational paths seem to shape her definitions of what is ‘appropriate’ or
‘necessary’ in ECCE. Sinclair (2021) argues that such classifications reflect an aversion
to established discourses, a tendency confirmed by Wallace & Hesterman (2021) in an
Australian milieu, suggesting that there is an increasing preference for formal, as opposed
to play-based, educational curricula.

Pedagogical preferences are not only shaped individually but are also significantly
influenced by the socio-cultural and economic context in which teachers operate.
Dogancay-Aktuna’s (2006) study, for example, shows the significant influence of a
teacher’'s background on pedagogical decisions, even in language teaching. Implicit
biases arising from personal history, as discussed in Bernhard & Freire’s (1999) study,
are another important aspect that can influence not only teaching style but also
expectations of parental engagement. In the specific socio-cultural milieu of apartheid
South Africa, as described by participants Nosipho and Thandi and confirmed by Mlachila
& Moeletsi’'s (2019) study, there is an additional layer of contextual constraints that
influence teachers’ preference for an academic, rigour-focused approach, often at the
expense of more holistic, play-based methods. We acknowledge that while the
experiences of Nosipho and Thandi offer some insight into the impact of the apartheid
era, they cannot fully capture the range of experiences in the different socio-cultural
contexts of South Africa.

Another issue that keeps coming up in the interviews is the overemphasis on academic
education in schools. Nosipho explains, “We worked mainly with books and there were
very few worksheets. Puzzles, Lego blocks and toys were not part of my schooling.” This
view is shared by participant Ruby, who added that ‘jungle gyms were never part of
preschool at that time.”

Given the teachers’ shared history of being marginalised due to race and socio-economic
factors, their school experiences also reflect the educational inequities that prevailed in
apartheid-era South Africa. Consequently, their early experiences fed into their
educational choices, which disproportionately emphasised academic work at the expense
of a balanced, holistic curriculum.
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The confluence of early life experiences, educational trajectories, evolving social norms
and the broader socio-cultural milieu forms a nuanced fabric that shapes teachers’
perspectives of what constitutes ‘effective’ and ‘appropriate’ educational choices in
ECCE. By looking in depth at the different approaches favoured by Kamla and Safia,
practised simultaneously, we can begin to understand that pedagogy is a choice,
regardless of the dominance of the discourse on what matters in ECCE. As a result, in
the South African context, we argue for a balanced approach that recognises the
invaluable role of both play-based and more traditional pedagogies.

The complexity of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in ECCE

The tension between the concepts of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in early childhood education
serves as a paradigmatic lens through which we examine teachers’ attitudes towards play
and structured learning. This theme addresses teachers’ perspectives on the duality of
play and work, the role of teacher interventions during play, the impact of teacher-
generated work, and the need for specialised training in play-based pedagogy. The data
reveal a complex web of attitudes, expectations and pedagogical beliefs that together
shape teachers’ perspectives on play and structured learning in early childhood
education.

The concepts of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ represent a fundamental tension in early
childhood education and reflect different emphases on the present and future aspects of
children’s development. ‘Being’ focuses on lived experiences in the present moment
(Heidegger, 1962). It emphasises the importance of children’s right to actively participate
in their own learning, to play and to explore what is meaningful to them now. The nature
of being can be accessed through phenomenological analyses (Heidegger, 1962). On
the other hand, ‘becoming’ is non-permanent, in a constant state of flux, and a creative
process (Deleuze, 1995). In this instance it is about the future, about preparing children
for their role in society and for the skills they will need later in life. This perspective often
emphasises structured learning and educational outcomes, which are seen as building
blocks for future success. The challenge in early childhood education is to balance these
two perspectives and ensure that children’s immediate experiences are valued and
nurtured while laying a foundation for their continued growth and development. This
balance is critical to creating a holistic approach to education that respects children as
individuals while preparing them for the future.

The dual nature of play and work is evident in the following data. According to Safia,
children were reluctant to engage in desktop activities after playtime. She says, “It is very
difficult to calm the children down after play.” This sentiment is shared by Nosipho, who
explains that children who are engrossed in their play are no longer aware of their
surroundings: “You can see their attention — whatever is happening around them does
not matter.” These statements reveal a prevailing dichotomy between play and work, with
the former often seen as disruptive and the latter as constructive and manageable. This
discrepancy suggests that teachers undervalue the educational benefits of play,
potentially undermining its role in promoting children’s holistic development.

Safia and Nosiphos’ observations highlight the general perception of play as disruptive,
suggesting that the role of play in children’s holistic development is undervalued.
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Structured learning is important, but this prevailing attitude neglects the importance of
play for cognitive and social growth and reflects traditional educational concepts that
emphasise product over process. The participants’ view ignores the importance of the
role of play in teaching emotional regulation and cooperation skills, aspects that are
essential for students’ academic preparation and future (Thuemmler, Engel & Bartz,
2022).

When children play, participants cite reasons for their intervention, including safety and
structured learning. Ruby claims that although modern pedagogy encourages
undisturbed play, sometimes intervention is necessary to prevent children from learning
“the wrong things.” Nosipho adds another layer of complexity by mentioning that children
need to be closely monitored during play to prevent bullying and injuries. These
perspectives raise the question of how much autonomy children should be allowed during
play. They also reveal a willingness to intervene that could potentially limit children’s
natural exploratory behaviour, suggesting a teacher-centred approach based on the
construct of the child as ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’.

Teacher intervention in children’s play for safety reasons and to prevent ‘false learning’
is more in line with the construct of ‘becoming’, inhibiting children’s agency for authentic
exploration and negating their present experiences. The downside of this paradigm is that
it limits children’s potential for self-directed learning. In contrast, Correia, Aguiar & Amaro
(2021) argue for the child's active role in shaping their own future — a tenet of the
philosophy of ‘being’.

Ruby also notes an interesting disconnect between parental expectations and authentic
learning experiences. She suggests that teachers often do crafts and other projects on
behalf of children, which are then sent home to parents. This manipulation of learning
objects is at odds with the pedagogical goals of fostering autonomy and creativity in
children. It also implies an ethical dilemma about the authenticity of students’ work, which
in turn calls into question the purpose of such activities in early childhood education.
Ruby’s observations open a window into the tension between parental expectations of
measurable outcomes and the children’s lived educational experiences. To meet these
expectations, teachers often engage in performative acts, such as carrying out projects
on behalf of children. This approach reinforces ethical concerns about the authenticity of
children’s work and reinforces the dominant focus on ‘becoming’ over ‘being’ (Huang,
2019).

The lack of professional development in play-based learning exacerbates the existing
tension between structured learning and play. As Thandi puts it, teachers have no
experience or training and “ are not able to use Lego and toys.... let the children play in
the sand and make something or find recyclable materials.” This emphasises the need
for training for teachers to improvise using readily available materials to make play
possible. The lack of training not only diminishes the educational potential of play, but
also contributes to the problems already mentioned, including the teacher- directed
traditional methods which can minimise the role of play in educational settings.

The data clearly point to the deficiencies in training for play-based learning (Arasomwan
& Mashiya, 2021; Bipath, Tebekana & Venketsamy, 2021). The training gap reinforces
88 |Page



Journal of Educational Research on Children, Parents & Teachers, Volume 6, Number 2, 2025, 80-95
ISSN: 2664-3812, https://ercptjournal.org/

existing problems, including the devaluation of play and a teacher-centred orientation.
Undoubtedly, subject training can serve as a fulcrum for integrating the constructs of
‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in early childhood education.

Examining teachers’ perceptions of play and structured learning reveals a complex
interplay of attitudes, pedagogical beliefs and systemic influences. Participant data
suggest that a multi-dimensional approach is needed to address this complexity. This
includes a policy overhaul, a realignment of educational philosophies and a significant
investment in professional development with a focus on learning through play. Only then
can the education system move towards a balanced, nuanced approach that adequately
addresses both ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in early childhood education.

The study reveals a complex interplay of forces that shape teachers’ attitudes and
practices. To navigate the complicated landscape of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’, both
systemic reform and pedagogical change are required. The data serves as an important
foundation for redesigning and restructuring early childhood education practice to meet
both current needs and future goals. Addressing the challenges identified requires a multi-
pronged approach that includes policy reform (Nomlomo, 2019), a reorientation of
educational philosophy (Joubert & Harrison, 2022), and investment in professional
development focused on learning through play (Bascopé, Perasso & Reiss, 2019).
Without the above systemic changes, a balanced approach that factors in both ‘being’
and ‘becoming’ remains a distant goal.

Conclusion: Navigating the complex nexus of early childhood education in South
Africa

The statements of South African teachers reveal a complicated educational situation that
is strongly characterised by personal history and general realities. Most of them have
never had formal early childhood education themselves and instead rely on community-
based learning models. This emphasises the need to re-evaluate traditional pedagogy for
modern classrooms. Teacher education should utilise the wisdom of the community as
an asset rather than a deficiency.

Furthermore, teachers’ ambivalent pedagogical past is the basis for conflicting
professional ideologies that promote a balance between progressive and traditional
approaches. In-service training should therefore target both the methods and
philosophies that underpin teaching practice.

Furthermore, the tension between play and formal learning reflects a systemic dilemma
in child development. Curriculum reform that integrates holistic models and is grounded
in empirical evidence about the academic and developmental effects of play is urgently
needed. Future research can explore how teacher education in South Africa can be
redesigned to incorporate these findings. Longitudinal studies that track teachers’
educational trajectories after the intervention would also provide valuable insights.

In addition, the influential role of parental expectations in shaping classroom instruction
should be further explored, potentially leading to community-based interventions. Early
childhood education in South Africa faces complex pedagogical, political and economic

89 |Page



Journal of Educational Research on Children, Parents & Teachers, Volume 6, Number 2, 2025, 80-95
ISSN: 2664-3812, https://ercptjournal.org/

challenges. However, within this complexity also lies the potential for change through an
inclusive approach that factors in historical legacy, current realities and future visions.

Despite the complex challenges, the South African education system harbours
transformative potential. Unlocking it requires an inclusive approach that is attuned to the
historical legacy, present realities and future-oriented visions. Through a balance of
progressive and academic models and systemic changes to support learning through
play, the unique needs of young learners can be met through an equitable paradigm. The
multi-layered landscape shaping educational choices emphasises the need to balance
different influences so that children can develop well now and later.
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