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Part 1
Play is widely recognised as an important component of early childhood development and education (Milteer et al., 2011). Theorists such as Froebel, Piaget, and Vygotsky have long advocated for the central role of play in facilitating cognitive, emotional, and social development (Smedley and Hoskins, 2020). Contemporary early years curricula in many parts of the world, including the United Kingdom, have embraced play-based learning as a core pedagogical approach. In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) continues this tradition by promoting experiential, holistic learning. 
The Reggio Emilia approach originated in northern Italy following the Second World War under the leadership of Loris Malaguzzi. It is underpinned by a constructivist philosophy, wherein children are viewed as capable, competent learners who construct their own knowledge through interaction with their environment, peers, and adults (Edwards and Gandini, 2018). Central to the approach is the notion of the “hundred languages of children,” which acknowledges the many ways in which children express themselves and make sense of the world (Inan, 2021). Learning within this framework is co-constructed, and practitioners act as facilitators rather than instructors. One of the defining features of the Reggio Emilia approach is the emphasis on the learning environment as the “third teacher” (Robson, 2017). Classrooms are designed to be aesthetically engaging and provoke curiosity, thereby promoting exploration and discovery (Rossi et al., 2020). Pedagogical documentation is another integral aspect of this approach, allowing both children and educators to reflect on the learning process. Projects often emerge from children’s interests and are explored in depth over an extended period. The approach is also characterised by strong partnerships with families and the wider community, reflecting a belief that education is a communal responsibility (Kalliala and Samuelsson, 2014).
The Curiosity Approach is a more contemporary pedagogy developed in the United Kingdom. It integrates elements from several established educational philosophies (Gater, 2022), including those of Reggio Emilia, Montessori, Steiner, and Te Whāriki. This hybrid approach seeks to create environments that are rich in natural, open-ended materials and which encourage heuristic play. Practitioners are encouraged to create calm, home-like spaces that stimulate children’s curiosity and intrinsic motivation (Sutton-Tsang and Solvason, 2025). Unlike Reggio Emilia, which often involves structured project-based inquiry, the Curiosity Approach tends to emphasise unstructured, spontaneous exploration. The approach encourages children to take the lead in their learning, with adults observing, reflecting, and intentionally responding to children’s needs and interests (Learning Journals, 2021). The aesthetic quality of the environment is also central to this approach, with an emphasis on authentic, non-plastic materials that offer sensory-rich experiences (The Curiosity Approach, 2019). Although inspired by Reggio Emilia, the Curiosity Approach is less rigid in its structure and more accessible for settings (Hawthorne (2021) that may not have the resources or philosophical alignment to fully implement the Reggio model.
Both the Reggio Emilia approach and the Curiosity Approach place the child at the centre of the learning process and uphold a strong belief in the child’s agency and capacity for self-directed learning. Each approach views the learning environment as critical to development, with the setting carefully designed to provoke interest and engagement (Senent et al., 2021). Both pedagogies also reject didactic teaching methods in favour of experiential learning, and in both, the role of the adult is to observe, support, and scaffold learning rather than to direct it (Kaynak-Ekici et al., 2020). However, there are important differences in their origins, theoretical underpinnings, and implementation. The Reggio Emilia approach is deeply rooted in post-war Italian socio-political values and has a robust philosophical and theoretical foundation based in constructivism. It is highly structured in its use of documentation and long-term project work (Emerson and Linder, 2019). In contrast, the Curiosity Approach is a more recent development that blends various influences and is designed to be practical and adaptable for UK early years settings. Its structure is more flexible, and while it encourages deep learning (Menning, 2018), it does not rely on the same level of documentation or community integration as Reggio Emilia. Another distinction lies in the professional demands each approach places on practitioners. The Reggio Emilia approach requires educators to engage deeply in reflective practice, pedagogical research (Edwards et al., 2019), and community involvement. The Curiosity Approach, while also demanding reflective practice, focuses more on the transformation of learning environments and the use of natural materials (Connect Childcare, 2024). It may be perceived as less academically rigorous but is often easier to adopt in mainstream UK settings.
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) is aligned with many of the principles underpinning both play-based approaches. It promotes holistic, child-centred learning through the Four Purposes, which seek to develop ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals (Gatley, 2020). The emphasis on creativity, wellbeing, and experiential learning supports the integration of pedagogies such as Reggio Emilia and the Curiosity Approach. The curriculum’s structure, which is broad and non-prescriptive, allows practitioners the flexibility to adapt their practice in ways that align with these approaches (Robinson, 2022). Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales highlights the importance of learner voice, inclusion, and cross-disciplinary learning (Taylor et al., 2019). These principles are evident in both Reggio and Curiosity practices. However, the implementation of such pedagogies can be constrained by policy tensions, particularly around assessment and school readiness. Research by Rogers (2010) suggests that early years practitioners often face pressures to demonstrate progress in quantifiable ways, which may be at odds with the process-oriented nature of play-based approaches. Several sources and research support the effectiveness of play-based learning in early childhood. Weisberg et al., (2016) found that guided play, which incorporates adult scaffolding within a child-led framework, leads to enhanced outcomes in areas such as literacy, numeracy, and executive function. This supports the Reggio Emilia model’s emphasis on co-constructed learning as well as the Curiosity Approach focuses on child-initiated exploration supported by reflective adults. The Reggio Emilia approach has been the subject of extensive qualitative research, particularly in the context of creativity, collaboration, and learner engagement (Guo and Rouse, 2024). Edwards, Gandini and Forman (2012) highlight how the approach fosters deep learning through sustained, meaningful projects. However, critics such as Cannella (1997) have questioned its applicability outside its cultural context, noting that its success in Italy is partly due to systemic support and a shared cultural understanding of the child as a social being. By contrast, the Curiosity Approach is less extensively researched, given its recent emergence. Nevertheless, initial case studies conducted by practitioners (Thompson, 2019) suggest positive outcomes such as improved behaviour, greater engagement, and enhanced emotional wellbeing (Hardy, 2025). However, the lack of peer-reviewed longitudinal research makes it difficult to fully assess its impact on learning and development. More factual research is needed to validate its claims and explore its long-term benefits. In considering the practical application of these approaches, it is important to acknowledge the challenges that arise in real-world settings. The Reggio Emilia approach, while deeply enriching, is resource-intensive and demands a high level of practitioner training and philosophical commitment (Gannt and Brandon, 2021). Without systemic support and alignment between curriculum, assessment, and pedagogy, its full implementation can be difficult to achieve (Harris and Alene, 2025). The Curiosity Approach, although more adaptable, risks being implemented superficially if its philosophical underpinnings are not well understood (Jirout et al., 2022). The use of natural materials and calming environments must be paired with reflective practice and a commitment to child-led learning to ensure meaningful outcomes (Whitecross and Smithson, 2023). Both approaches align well with the values of the Curriculum for Wales. However, their successful integration into practice depends on the ability of educators to navigate policy demands, engage in ongoing professional development, and create environments that genuinely respect and respond to children’s interests.
In conclusion, the Reggio Emilia and Curiosity Approaches offer rich, child-centred pedagogies that support holistic development and align with contemporary curriculum guidance in the UK. While both emphasise the importance of the learning environment, child agency, and reflective practice, they differ in structure, origin, and implementation. The Curriculum for Wales and EYFS frameworks provide a supportive policy context for these approaches, but tensions around assessment and standardisation remain a challenge. Continued research, particularly into the long-term outcomes of the Curiosity Approach, is essential to ensure that play-based pedagogies are not only valued but effectively enacted in early years education. For either approach to be effective, there must be a strong commitment to professional development, reflective practice, and a shared pedagogical vision among staff. Practitioners must have the freedom and support to observe, document, and respond to children’s learning in meaningful ways. Leadership needs to embrace a culture of inquiry and trust, and curriculum frameworks must allow sufficient flexibility for truly child-led learning to flourish. Without this foundation, the philosophies risk being reduced to aesthetic choices or isolated practices rather than transformative educational approaches.
Part 2
The concept of the ‘unique child’ is foundational to early years education across the United Kingdom (Murray, 2017). Rooted in developmental theory and embedded in curriculum guidance, it underpins how educators understand, plan for, and assess learning and development (Ayling, 2023). Recognising each child as unique emphasises the importance of personalised approaches to pedagogy and assessment that respect children’s individual needs, interests, and developmental trajectories (Dalton, 2018). However, the implementation of assessment strategies that are truly reflective of this principle is complex and often shaped by policy, accountability pressures, and institutional capacity (McLachan et al., 2018). The term ‘unique child’ refers to the understanding that each child develops at their own rate, influenced by a complex interplay of genetic, cultural, social, and emotional factors. It acknowledges that children are not passive recipients of knowledge but active participants in their learning, with individual dispositions, experiences, and learning styles (Nutbrown, 2011). This idea is central to frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage in England and the Curriculum for Wales (2022), both of which emphasise inclusive, developmentally appropriate practice that supports the holistic development of each child (Langston, 2025). Recognising the unique child is important because it enables educators to adopt pedagogical and assessment practices that are responsive and equitable. It ensures that children’s identities, cultures, and lived experiences are valued within the learning environment, fostering a sense of belonging and emotional security (Basford and Hodson, 2011). From a developmental perspective, this approach supports children’s autonomy and motivation by allowing them to take ownership of their learning in a way that aligns with their interests and abilities (Robson, 2019). In practice, this means moving beyond standardised expectations and acknowledging that progress does not always follow linear patterns.
Assessment in the early years serves multiple purposes. At its best, it is a formative, ongoing process that informs planning, supports individual learning journeys, and engages children and families in understanding development (Navarrete, 2015). According to the Early Education (2012), effective assessment in the early years should be continuous, inclusive, holistic, and embedded in everyday experiences. It should support understanding of the whole child, not merely academic achievement, and contribute to their well-being and self-efficacy. Assessment must also be seen within the context of accountability (Brodie, 2025). Government frameworks require practitioners to collect and report data on children’s development, often using age and stage bands, which can create tensions between formative intentions and summative expectations (Bradbury, 2019). These tensions raise questions about what assessment should be. Should it primarily serve the child’s learning, or should it function as a tool for measuring provider quality and system performance? To evaluate these complexities, it is useful to consider two contrasting assessment approaches, one that aligns with developmental stage-based assessments, such as Development Matters and one narrative-based method, such as Learning Stories that seeks to align more closely with the philosophy of the unique child.
Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory offers a powerful foundation for assessment in the early years, particularly in play-based and child-centred contexts (Lee, 2015). His concepts support formative, dynamic, and contextual approaches to assessment that move beyond simply recording what a child can do independently (Bernard, 2024). Instead, Vygotsky emphasises learning as a socially mediated process, which provides both theoretical justification and practical strategies for assessing young children meaningfully (Polly et al., 2017). A key contribution of Vygotsky to early years assessment is the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD refers to the range between what a child can do alone and what they can do with the help of a more knowledgeable other, such as an adult or peer (McLeod, 2025). In assessment terms, this suggests that understanding a child’s development requires more than observing independent performance, it involves examining how they learn and what they can achieve with appropriate support or scaffolding (Lee, 2014). This is particularly important in early years settings, where learning is fluid, social, and often embedded in play and everyday interactions.
A common form of assessment in the UK is based on age-related expectations, often referred to as ‘age and stage’ tracking. Tools such as Development Matters (non-statutory guidance for the EYFS in England) provide practitioners with developmental milestones categorised by age bands (Department for Education, 2023). These serve as a reference point for assessing whether a child is ‘on track’ in areas such as communication and language, physical development, and personal, social and emotional development (Nursery, 2025). This method is widely used because it offers clarity, simplicity, and structure. It supports early identification of developmental delays and provides a shared language across settings and professionals (Early Years Carers, 2025). In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales adopts a similar approach through its Descriptions of Learning, though with greater flexibility and focus on progression rather than fixed age expectations (Welsh Government, 2019). However, there are limitations. These frameworks can inadvertently promote a normative view of development that does not account for neurodiversity or cultural variation (Brodie, 2018). Children are sometimes assessed against unpredictable expectations, and practitioners may feel pressure to produce evidence that aligns with system-level data requirements rather than authentic learning. This can lead to overly official practices and reduce the time available for meaningful interaction (Bradbury & Roberts-Holmes, 2017). Moreover, the ‘tick-box’ nature of some age-and-stage assessments risks positioning children as passive objects of evaluation, rather than active participants in the learning process. This contradicts the notion of the unique child and may lead to a deficit view when children do not meet expected milestones. As such, while these tools have practical value, their application must be critically examined and supplemented with more child-centred methods (Early Years Alliance, 2020).
An alternative to stage-based assessment is the use of learning stories, originally developed in New Zealand as part of the Te Whāriki early childhood curriculum. Learning stories are narrative observations that document significant learning moments through written stories and photographs (Sands and McChesney, 2022). They aim to make learning visible by capturing the context, process, and meaning of children’s experiences, often from the perspective of both educator and child (Lee, 2013). Learning stories are grounded in a socio-cultural perspective of learning, drawing from Vygotsky’s theory that development occurs through interaction within a cultural context. They view assessment as a tool for building relationships, strengthening identity, and supporting reflective practice (Carr and Lee, 2019). Rather than focusing on what a child cannot do, they highlight strengths, interests, and learning dispositions, which aligns strongly with the ethos of the unique child. Research by Carr and Lee (2012) shows that learning stories foster deeper engagement with children’s learning, both for practitioners and families. They encourage reflective practice and support educators in understanding children’s thinking and problem-solving. Furthermore, they promote a holistic view of development, incorporating emotional, social, and imaginative aspects of learning that are often neglected in traditional assessments (Mclachlan, 2018). Despite these benefits, the implementation of learning stories can be time-consuming and may require a cultural shift in practice (Salcin-Watts, 2019). Practitioners must be trained in observation and narrative writing, and settings must allocate sufficient time for documentation and reflection. In high-pressure environments where accountability and evidence demand are prioritised, these requirements may be viewed as unsustainable or inefficient (Zhang, 2016).
The implementation of assessment practices that honour the concept of the unique child is often impeded by systemic, structural, and cultural barriers (Heritage, 2025). One of the most significant challenges is the conflict between formative and summative assessment purposes. Practitioners are often expected to document children’s learning in ways that support both personalised planning and external accountability (Panchal, 2020). As a result, assessments may be reduced to standardised checklists or data points, which obscure the complexity and richness of children’s development. Time constraints also represent a major barrier. Reflective, narrative-based assessments require time to observe, document, and interpret learning in meaningful ways. In settings with high ratios or insufficient staff training, the quality of assessment can suffer (Hidayat et al., 2021). Similarly, professional development is crucial for enabling practitioners to engage confidently with child-centred approaches. Without ongoing training, there is a risk that learning stories, for instance, may become formulaic or superficial (Burks, 2018). Another barrier is the pressure to demonstrate school readiness, particularly in contexts influenced by neoliberal educational policies that prioritise measurable outcomes and early academic achievement (Moss, 2016). Such pressure can lead to a narrowing of the curriculum and an overemphasis on literacy and numeracy at the expense of creativity, play, and social development (Evans, 2013). This undermines both the unique child and the holistic purposes of early years education. Finally, cultural assumptions about development and learning may affect assessment practice. Stage-based tools often reflect Western developmental norms and may not account for linguistic, cultural, or familial differences. This can lead to misinterpretation of children’s abilities and reinforce deficit perspectives (Conway, 2024). As noted by O’Connor and Angus (2021), inclusive assessment must recognise and respect diverse ways of knowing, being, and learning.
In conclusion, the concept of the unique child provides a powerful framework for understanding early childhood development and for guiding pedagogical and assessment practices. It challenges educators to see each child as an individual with their own voice, culture, and learning journey. Assessment, when used effectively, can support this vision by providing insight, promoting reflection, and informing responsive teaching. However, current practices often fall short of this ideal due to systemic pressures, cultural biases, and practical limitations. While age and stage tracking offers structure and consistency, it risks promoting standardisation over individuality. In contrast, learning stories offer a narrative, relational, and strengths-based model of assessment that aligns closely with the philosophy of the unique child. Yet, their effective implementation requires time, skill, and systemic support. Bridging the gap between child-centred ideals and practical realities will require a shift in policy and practice, prioritising meaningful engagement with children’s learning over compliance-driven models.


Part 3- Implementing Play-Based Curriculum Changes for Children with Autism: Considerations for Early Years Settings
In recent years, early childhood education has witnessed a global shift towards the implementation of play-based curricula. This approach, grounded in child development theory and extensive empirical research, is widely recognised for fostering holistic development, including social, emotional, cognitive, and physical growth (Whitebread et al., 2012). As countries such as Wales embed play-based principles into national frameworks—exemplified by the Curriculum for Wales (2022)—early years practitioners are increasingly called upon to adapt their pedagogy to align with these progressive models. However, implementing curriculum change in early years settings is complex and necessitates thoughtful, context-sensitive considerations to ensure its success and sustainability. Play is not merely recreational, it is central to how young children learn and make sense of their world. Piaget (1951) and Vygotsky (1978) both theorised that play is integral to cognitive development, with the latter highlighting its role in advancing language and self-regulation through social interaction. More contemporary studies support these claims, evidencing that play supports problem-solving, resilience, creativity, and collaboration (Tayler et al., 2016). As such, a play-based curriculum aligns naturally with how children learn best, particularly in the early years. However, implementing curriculum changes towards more play-based learning approaches raises significant considerations when supporting children with specific needs, particularly those with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Autism is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition that affects communication, social interaction, and behavioural flexibility (National Autistic Society [NAS], 2024). This blog explores critical factors that early years practitioners must consider when adapting or implementing play-based curriculum changes to ensure inclusive, meaningful learning experiences for autistic children.
Children with autism may experience play differently from their neurotypical peers. Difficulties with symbolic or imaginative play, limited joint attention, and challenges in social reciprocity can make it harder for these children to engage in traditional play scenarios (Jordan, 2005). Autistic children may prefer solitary, sensory, or repetitive forms of play, which may be misunderstood as “non-play” by practitioners unless they are trained to recognise these differences (Howard et al., 2017). Moreover, play environments can be overwhelming for autistic children due to sensory sensitivities. Loud noises, unpredictable interactions, and cluttered play spaces may lead to sensory overload or anxiety (Robertson, 2021). When early years settings implement curriculum changes to enhance play opportunities, it is essential that these changes are critically examined for their inclusivity.
Curriculum reforms, such as those encouraging open-ended, child-led play, must be carefully aligned with the principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which aims to reduce barriers and increase accessibility for all learners (CAST, 2018). For autistic children, this includes planning play experiences that accommodate different communication styles, sensory preferences, and behavioural needs. An effective play-based curriculum must be underpinned by individualised understanding. The key person system plays a crucial role in recognising and responding to each child’s unique interests, needs, and triggers (DfE, 2023). For children with autism, this means observing and documenting their play preferences, sensory needs, and responses to social play. For example, if a child shows a strong interest in lining up toy cars, a practitioner can use this schema as an entry point to extend play in meaningful ways, introducing counting, colour sorting, or cooperative turn-taking (MacBlain et al., 2016). Rather than imposing neurotypical forms of pretend play, practitioners should value the child’s natural play trajectory and scaffold it accordingly.
A key consideration in curriculum change is the environment. An inclusive play-based approach must offer sensory-friendly spaces, clear visual structure, and predictable routines. Visual timetables, social stories, and quiet areas can help autistic children feel more secure and better able to engage in play (Mesibov & Shea, 2011). The social environment is equally important. Peer-mediated interventions, where neurotypical children are supported to engage positively with autistic peers, can foster social inclusion during play (Kasari et al., 2012). Practitioners must be active facilitators, modelling language, supporting turn-taking, and using tools such as visual supports or communication aids (e.g., PECS or Makaton) to enable children to express themselves.
Curriculum change demands corresponding shifts in practitioner understanding and attitudes. Staff may require targeted training to recognise autistic play behaviours, manage sensory needs, and implement inclusive play strategies. Misinterpretations of autistic behaviours as “challenging” or “non-compliant” can hinder the effectiveness of curriculum innovations (Goodall, 2020). Training should also address unconscious biases and promote a strengths-based view of autism, highlighting the creative, focused, and detail-oriented traits many autistic children display in play. Embedding these ideas into staff development supports the creation of a culture where differences are celebrated rather than pathologised.
Parents and caregivers are vital partners in supporting autistic children’s play. When curriculum changes occur, settings must communicate clearly with families, sharing the rationale and seeking input. Families can provide valuable insights into their child’s play preferences, triggers, and successful home strategies (Beresford et al., 2016). Furthermore, aligning play-based activities across settings and the home helps reinforce learning and emotional security. For example, if a child uses a specific comfort toy or visual schedule at home, incorporating these into the nursery environment creates consistency and predictability, which are vital for autistic learners.
Curriculum changes should be monitored for their impact on all learners, particularly those with Special Educational Needs. Practitioners should ask, is this play-based approach supporting or excluding children with autism? Are adaptations being made consistently? Reflective practice tools, such as the Leuven Scales of Well-being and Involvement or the Inclusion Development Programme, can help track children’s engagement and inform continuous improvement (Laevers, 2005; DfES, 2008). Settings should also consider adopting an action research approach to test and refine inclusive play strategies. For example, a setting might explore how introducing a sensory play zone affects autistic children’s engagement and then share findings with the wider early years community.
Play is a universal right and a powerful medium for learning, but it is not experienced in the same way by all children. As early years settings implement curriculum changes that centre play, they must simultaneously ensure that these approaches are accessible, inclusive, and affirming for children with autism. By embedding individualised planning, environmental adaptations, staff training, and family collaboration into the process, settings can create truly inclusive play-based curricula that honour neurodiversity and enable all children to flourish.
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