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AI Declaration -    

I acknowledge the use of Google Scholar [https://scholar.google.com/] between period:   

(26/01/2026- (19/04/2026) to help search for relevant academic journals and literature which are 

not always available via the university online library.  

The following prompt themes were used:  

- Social Enterprise Business Models 

- Social Entrepreneurship 

- Theory of clay- based learning 

- Clay-based learning for young children 

- Benefits of clay-based learning for young children 

I confirm the use of AI (Co Pilot) to produce a business brand logo which I have included as part of 

my business brochure. 

 

 

I confirm that I have not presented any other AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I 

have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools 

which I may be asked to provide as evidence.  
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Academic Research 

Clay-Play: A Social Enterprise Supporting Early Years Development in Wales 

Clay-Play is a proposed social enterprise providing accessible clay-based sensory play sessions 

for young children and caregivers in Cardiff. Grounded in Froebelian pedagogy, it aims to address 

gaps in affordable early years provision while promoting family wellbeing and reducing social 

isolation. This essay critically examines the theoretical, practical and policy foundations of the 

model, its contribution to children’s development, barriers to implementation, alignment with early 

years frameworks in Wales, and opportunities for future growth. 

Clay Play and Early Years Development 

As an open-ended material central to Froebelian pedagogy, clay provides opportunities for sensory 

exploration, creativity and active learning, supporting multiple areas of children's development 

(Bruce, 2021; Parker, 2020; Gilchrist, 2023). These include; 

Cognitive Development 

Exploration of clay promotes cognitive development through problem-solving, experimentation and 

creative thinking. As children manipulate clay, they make decisions, test ideas and demonstrate 

higher-order thinking skills such as reasoning, evaluation and creation (Parker, 2020; Gilchrist, 

2023). Research suggests that open-ended materials, including clay, blocks and loose parts, 

encourage exploration and problem solving while creating opportunities for sustained shared 

thinking between children and adults, supporting deeper learning (Cankaya et al., 2023; Siraj et 

al., 2023). 

Clay also enables symbolic representation, allowing children to explore early mathematical 

concepts and spatial awareness through shaping, measuring and comparing objects (Gilchrist, 

2023; Gifford et al., 2022; McCluskey et al., 2023). This reflects Piaget’s constructivist theory, 

which proposes that children learn through actively exploring their environment and engaging with 

materials (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). 

Language, Social and Emotional Development 

Clay-Play sessions encourage collaboration, turn-taking and shared experiences, supporting 

communication, language and social development. Through conversation, storytelling and 
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exploration, children build vocabulary and communication skills, while interactions with peers 

strengthen social communication (Welsh Government, 2023; Finders et al., 2023). This aligns with 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasises learning through interactions with adults and 

peers who extend children’s thinking (MacBlain, 2018; Zöggeler-Burkhardt et al., 2023). 

Emotionally, clay provides a therapeutic medium for non-verbal expression and emotional 

regulation (Caruso, 2025). Ogutu (2023) argues that clay modelling allows children to express 

emotions symbolically, supporting psychological wellbeing and helping them communicate 

experiences that may be difficult to verbalise. The sensory and tactile qualities of clay may be 

particularly beneficial for neurodivergent children by providing accessible opportunities for 

communication, engagement and self-expression (Van Lith and Beale, 2025; Piller et al., 2025). 

Involving caregivers can also strengthen attachment and parent-child relationships, supporting 

children’s emotional security, resilience and wellbeing through shared creative experiences 

(Bowlby, 1988; Hutchings et al., 2023). 

Physical Development 

Clay play supports fine motor development as children roll, pinch and mould the material, 

strengthening the dexterity and coordination required for mark-making and early writing (Kriegler, 

2025; Flexen, 2015). It can also promote gross motor development through large-scale outdoor or 

tuff-tray activities that encourage movement and exploration. Its sensory properties support 

sensory development by allowing children to explore texture, pressure and movement through 

hands-on play, which may be particularly beneficial for children with additional learning needs or 

sensory processing differences (Patimah and Nurhayati, 2023). 

Critical Reflection and Analysis 

Although the literature highlights the value of clay-based play, several assumptions underpinning 

the Clay-Play model require critical consideration. Not all children engage equally with sensory 

materials. Children with sensory sensitivities may find clay uncomfortable or overwhelming, 

requiring practitioners to adapt the environment and activities to promote inclusion (Wong, 2023; 

Fan et al., 2024). 

The perceived “messiness” of clay also presents a practical challenge. Practitioners may avoid 

clay activities because of the time, space and resources required to manage them (Casey and 

Prendiville, 2020). Cultural expectations regarding cleanliness and attitudes towards play-based 
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learning may further contribute to negative perceptions, particularly when such activities are 

viewed as less academically focused (Zosh et al., 2022; Ang et al., 2025). This reflects ongoing 

tensions between developmentally appropriate practice and increasing pressures around school 

readiness and measurable outcomes (Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund, 2023; Kay, 2024). 

Adult facilitation presents another consideration. Although guided interaction supports learning, 

overly directive involvement can limit creativity, agency and self-expression (Baker et al., 2023; 

Chen et al., 2024). Effective practice therefore requires a balance between adult support and 

child-led exploration. 

Finally, research on clay play remains less extensive than the wider literature on play-based 

learning. The limited availability of large-scale empirical studies reduce the strength of the 

evidence base and highlights the need for further research to evaluate programmes such as 

Clay-Play. 

Barriers and Risks 

Implementing Clay-Play presents several practical and structural challenges. Financial 

sustainability is a key concern given the commitment to inclusive, low-cost provision. Many social 

enterprises operate through hybrid resource models in which commercial income supports social 

objectives, requiring a balance between mission and financial viability (Defourny and Nyssens, 

2017). While cross-subsidisation is common, it depends on a reliable income stream from paying 

customers, which may create long-term sustainability challenges (Ciambotti et al., 2023). 

Staffing is another important issue. Delivering high-quality sessions require practitioners with 

expertise in early years pedagogy and safeguarding. However, workforce shortages and retention 

difficulties continue to affect the Welsh early years sector (Welsh Government, 2024; Social Care 

Wales, 2026). Reliance on volunteers may also be unpredictable. Consequently, Clay-Play would 

need adequate funding for salaries and professional development to maintain a skilled workforce. 

Logistical factors, including storage, transportation and venue suitability, must also be addressed. 

Access to safe, appropriate spaces is essential for effective delivery, highlighting the need for 

careful planning and adaptable implementation strategies. 
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Links to Policy and Practice 

Clay-Play aligns closely with Welsh, UK and international priorities for early childhood education. 

Estyn (2024) highlights the importance of high-quality provision that supports children’s social, 

emotional and developmental needs through play, while Public Health Wales emphasises the 

impact of social isolation on family wellbeing, reinforcing the value of community-based initiatives 

(Estyn, 2024; Wood et al., 2026). Similarly, the UNESCO and UNICEF Global Report on Early 

Childhood Care and Education (2024) advocates inclusive, play-based approaches that promote 

wellbeing, holistic development and lifelong learning (UNESCO and UNICEF, 2024). 

By supporting holistic development through child-centred sensory play, Clay-Play reflects these 

priorities. It also aligns with the Curriculum for Wales and the Early Years Foundation Stage 

(EYFS), both of which emphasise experiential learning, creativity, communication and holistic 

development, supporting implementation across a range of early years settings (Welsh 

Government, 2022; DfE, 2021). 

Future Opportunities and Development 

Clay-Play has strong potential for expansion due to its low-cost materials and adaptability within 

nurseries, schools and community settings. Successful scaling would require practitioner training 

in Froebelian pedagogy and sensory play, alongside partnerships with local authorities, early years 

organisations and health services. Further longitudinal and mixed-methods research is needed to 

evaluate long-term impacts on child development and family wellbeing. Future developments 

could include digital engagement, outreach programmes, specialist support for children with 

additional learning needs, a mobile “Clay Cart,” and practitioner training packages to extend reach 

and impact. 

Conclusion 

Clay-Play offers a creative, inclusive and play-based approach to supporting children’s cognitive, 

social, emotional, physical and language development. Grounded in Froebelian principles and 

supported by contemporary research, it aligns with Welsh early years policy and has potential to 

enhance child development and family wellbeing. Although challenges relating to sustainability, 

staffing and implementation exist, these can be mitigated through careful planning and 

partnerships. As demand for accessible, community-based early years provision grows, initiatives 
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such as Clay-Play should be further developed, evaluated and supported to provide inclusive 

opportunities for children and families across Wales. 
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